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ABSTRACT 
This work focuses on understanding how nine Brazilian college women, from different 
ethnicities and sexual orientations, navigate their future expectations related to career and 
personal lives. Thus, the research explores how they are planning to create and maintain a 
work/life balance and how they are shaping their intentions in relation to the duality “lean in”/ 
“opt out,” a dichotomy that tells women to work hard and assert themselves or to leave the 
competitive workplace. Based on in-depth qualitative interviews held in Sao Paulo, Brazil, the 
author explores how the women’s idealized futures do not follow the propositions offered by 
“lean in”/“opt out.” Instead, these young women dream of a balanced life in which happiness, 
understood as the possibility of being free to make their own choices, collides with the limited 
boundaries of “lean in”/“opt out.” Their pursuit of happiness operates under a neoliberal logic 
based on a cost-benefit calculus in which “lean in”/“opt out” does not offer a viable alternative 
for their futures. 
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 1 INTRODUCTION 
 In this thesis, I attempt to understand how Brazilian college women are navigating their 
future choices and expectations related to career and personal life. The main focus of my 
proposition is to analyze how the new generation is challenging or not the current work/life 
duality, and how their future expectations related to their behaviors could redefine new spaces 
for women’s agency.  
 Thus, motivated both academically as well as personally, I use as an initial frame of 
reference two books that hit the bookstores in the last seven years. Sandberg’s so-called 
manifesto is revealed in her first book, Lean in: Women, Work, and the Will to Lead, and Stone’s 
named revolution is discussed in Opting out: Why Women Really Quit Careers and Head Home. 
Both, working on executive women’s experiences in organizations, draw unique and opposite 
alternatives on how the current generation of executive women are managing their careers, 
combining professional expectations and personal life. Sandberg and Stone submit their views on 
how to promote gender equality in the workplace. Sandberg defends that in order to win in a 
male-dominated sphere, women should put aside their hesitation and adopt a straightforward 
attitude, redefining their self. The “lean in” term adopted by Sandberg defines a path to be 
successful in the corporate world, where women should disregard their lack of confidence, 
believe in themselves, work harder and faster. Stone follows a different path, warning society 
about the intense struggles the current generation of women is facing to balance a high-
demanding work agenda with their personal/family life. “Opt out” for Stone is defined as the 
movement she observed of women leaving the workforce and heading back home, not by their 
will, but burned out by the high-demanding agenda of the market.  “Lean in” or “opt out” define 
opposite forces, one that pushes women towards the workplace and another that pulls women 
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from the workplace and into the domestic sphere. A centrifugal force defines the pattern to 
succeed, and an opposite centripetal force expels them from the workplace towards home. These 
two forces, with opposite messages, show that in order to win and climb the corporate ladder in 
the gendered space of organizations, women must perform and behave according to certain 
expectations, where rationality, aggressiveness and tenacity prevail. If not, even against their 
will, they are forced to abandon the workforce and head back home.  
 It is important to clarify that Sandberg and Stone’s approaches are very different. I 
identify Sandberg’s book as “self-help” literature, based on a “how-to-succeed” script. Her 
narrative is inspired by her own story in which she positions herself as a role model for other 
executive women. She refers to herself as a live example of the “lean in” attitude. In opposition, 
Stone’s argument draws upon a sociological analysis of women’s recent moves and decisions in 
terms of work-life balance. It is an academic approach, based on rigorous research, and 
constructed through a deep analysis of contemporary issues regarding executive women in the 
United States. Stone does not offer any “recipe” for success, as Sandberg does. She limits herself 
to revealing how she perceives this tendency of women quitting their jobs and heading back 
home. Despite their differences, both reveal two potential forces that act upon women, focusing 
mainly on American heterosexual White women, from middle to high economic levels. Neither 
Sandberg nor Stone makes remarks or analysis that include other nationalities, ethnicities, sexual 
orientations, or social classes.  
 The specific standpoints from both authors, Sandberg and Stone, certainly reflect their 
own subjectivities and political agendas. According to Linda Alcoff, “a speaker’s location 
(which I take here to refer to their social location or social identity) has an epistemically 
significant impact on that speaker’s claim and can serve either to authorize or disauthorize one’s 
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speech” (485). As a White top executive upper-class American woman, Sandberg speaks from 
this standpoint, privileging a particular understanding of society. Stone, as well, speaking from 
academia, as a sociologist, represents a certain standpoint and discursive context. Thus, “how 
what is said gets heard depending on who says it, and who says it will affect the style and 
language in which it is stated, which will in turn affect its perceived significance (for specific 
hearers)…” (Alcoff 487).  
 Moreover, Sandberg and Stone’s narratives express exclusively the American 
perspective, focused on the current generation of women that are today in the workforce, 
occupying middle-management positions and above. As I will describe later, I chose to study the 
duality “lean in”/“opt out” looking for Brazilian undergraduate women in order to bring an 
additional analysis to Sandberg and Stone’s work, concentrating my research on a different 
population, in terms of location and age.  
 My decision to choose this subject is based on a couple of reasons. First, I have a 
personal attachment to this matter, as I have been an executive for more than 20 years, where 
juggling work and personal life is my everyday challenge. I am a representative of my 
generation, women born in the 60s and the 70s, who did not have a previous model created by 
the generation of women that came before us, whom we could look up to for inspiration. Women 
from my generation either in Brazil or in the United States created and tested a variety of 
possibilities on how to combine a successful career and a satisfying personal life. I am pretty 
sure that this group of women, in which I include myself, dealt with opposite forces, both 
liberating and constraining, faced several barriers and choices, and made decisions that were not 
always the most desirable ones. Women had to prove their competency in a masculine-
dominated environment especially in Brazil where “machismo” is a cultural trait perceived not 
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only in corporations but also in society as a whole. At the same time, they had to prove to society 
that being in the professional world does not mean being less concerned with their families and 
that everything would continue to run “normally” despite sharing their time between work and 
home. Thus, for the generation of women who are now between 35 to 55 years old, the conflict 
between climbing up the corporate ladder, having a financially independent life, and personal 
fulfillment collided with fewer hours of private life, difficulties in balancing work and family, 
and a poor quality of life. Investing lots of hours in a career looking for a leadership position in 
the future or quitting in the name of a more satisfying personal and family life in the present is 
one of the dilemmas faced by this generation of women. Although I never quit my job, the doubt 
kept haunting me.  
The second reason I chose this subject is that it represents a continuation of the previous 
work I have been doing on this topic. Since 2006, in parallel to my professional activities, I have 
dedicated a lot of time to researching, writing, and discussing working mothers’ juggling 
motherhood and executive lives. I see the current research project as a natural step forward for 
my work, bringing more depth and amplitude to the previous projects.  
Third, the high number of studies and publications focused on the struggles to balance 
career and personal life shows that this is a question far from being “solved.” Every day we can 
see new discussions, theories, books, blockbuster movies, and terms trying to embrace and to 
propose “solutions” to the duality, both in academia and in the mass market. Mommy Wars, A 
Mother’s Work, Mogul, Mom and Maid, Mommy Myth, and Maxed out, are all examples of the 
best-seller fever involving mothers, work, and balance. Sara Jessica Parker starred in a 
Hollywood movie, I Don’t Know How She Does It (2011), where she played Kate Reddy, a 
stressed working mother of two, who lives in Boston and tries to balance her hectic family life 
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and her career as a high-finance executive in an investment firm that demands long hours and 
extensive travel. Kate Reddy, Parker’s character, was following the recently much-discussed 
advice of Facebook COO and author of the best-seller Lean In: Women, Work, and the Will to 
Lead (2013), Sheryl Sandberg. The character lived by Parker was adopting the “lean in” strategy 
defended by Sandberg, which means to focus strongly on one’s career, to work harder and faster. 
What is interesting is that Parker in her “real” life took time off from making movies to raise her 
18-month-old twin daughters. In other words, she temporarily “opted out” before “leaning in” to 
the agitated life of Hollywood actors.  In Brazil, cultural initiatives in the same direction have 
also been very popular in the past years. Not only have American books, series, and movies been 
translated to Portuguese and released in Brazil but also local productions have popped up. Some 
examples of this trend in Brazil are: Mommy Works and Comes Back Soon (book), Excuse Me 
(documentary), Family and Work (book), Pink Entrepreneurship (blog), and Love Me, Love Me 
Not: True Stories of Women and Their Career Choices (book). In different forms, styles, and 
contexts, these Brazilian productions try to offer the audience some answers and solutions for 
juggling work and personal life. The elevated number of such cultural manifestations, both in the 
United States and in Brazil, expresses a collective preoccupation. Specifically, I can identify a 
cultural anxiety characterized by a socially shared goal of finding “solutions” to be successful in 
both arenas, at home and at work, that reaches not only the United States but Brazil as well. 
Despite the numerous initiatives, I strongly believe that this discussion is far from at its “end,” 
particularly if we consider the standpoint of current college women, who are now starting their 
journey to adulthood, when the duality work/life takes shape.  
Finally, as I discuss later, I identified a gap in previous studies conducted on this matter. 
Most of them focus on the current generation of executive adult women, a group of people who 
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are already in the market. Others only reveal the reality of women from the Global North, who 
have a different context in which the work-life dilemma takes place. Just a few studies were 
concerned with investigating the future and identifying new possibilities of agency for the new 
generation of women in the workplace, most of them centered exclusively in the Global North. 
Besides that, most of the data available reflect a particular standpoint, the White American 
heterosexual one. Amplifying this perspective is also one of my goals. Thus, my research 
objective is to fill this gap, putting my focal point in the new generation of Brazilian women and 
understanding their future ambitions in terms of personal and professional life balance. 
Moreover, I want to analyze if and how they are deconstructing this duality, “lean in”/“opt out.”    
 Therefore, with this context in mind, my project focus was to analyze Sandberg and 
Stone’s perspectives from the point-of-view of Brazilian college women who are taking their 
first steps into the professional world and into adulthood. My final goal was to “excavate,” 
through the lenses of Brazilian college women, what their expectations are in terms of future 
ambitions for personal/professional life and how they react to the duality “lean in/opt out,” 
keeping, revising, or deconstructing it.  
 My understanding is that the duality “lean in”/“opt out” represents extreme options and 
narrows the possibilities for women to balance career and personal life. On the one hand, “lean 
in” reinforces inequality in the workplace, defining a restricted path for women to succeed. 
Furthermore, Sandberg’s proposition does not challenge the hegemonic structure of gender in 
organizations; she does not attempt to transform society and recreate the workplace. Her goal, in 
my understanding, is to push more women into power positions, keeping the structure intact. She 
does little to re-imagine the world or to build collective movements, but instead works on the 
same existent patriarchal model. On the other hand, Stone defines “opt out” as not always 
  
7 
associated with an intentional move. She claims that most women are being forced to leave the 
workforce if they do not want to “lean in.” She is critiquing the current status quo without 
proposing practical changes, except by drawing society’s attention to this sub-product of the 
neoliberal system, where families have no support to combine career and family and where 
childcare is still rare and expensive. Thus, my intention was to explore whether the new 
generation will refute this limited binary, and create different spaces for agency, neither trapped 
by Sandberg’s “lean in” nor pushed by Stone’s “opt out,” reviewing the current hegemonic 
model and deconstructing the available options. 
  For clarification purposes, I am using the term “work” to refer to the work done for 
money, usually outside the home. My use of the term “work” in no way implies that I do not 
recognize that the work done at home, such as childcare, cook, and cleaning, is not socially 
valuable and challenging work. However, my research focuses on future intentions of women 
engaging in paid work, outside home. Thus, when I use the term “work” I am referring to this 
type of work, without any connotation of devaluation to work done at home.   
1.1 LITERATURE REVIEW 
 This literature review brings different perspectives on how women are dealing with 
juggling a successful career and a fulfilling personal life. First, I give an overview of the 
presence of women in the workforce, bringing data from different countries and demonstrating 
the duality “lean in”/“opt out” as a phenomenon that goes far beyond United States borders. 
Then, I discuss Sandberg and Stone’s points of view and how other thinkers have understood and 
received their ideas. Also I outline how expectations related to motherhood impact women’s 
attitudes and behaviors in the workplace. Finally, I amplify the discussion by focusing on how 
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young women from different nationalities, races, and sexual orientations understand the duality 
“lean in”/ “opt out.”  
1.1.1 Women in the Workforce 
Today, women represent about half of the workforce. But they still make 77 cents 
for every dollar a man earns. That is wrong and in 2014 it’s an embarrassment. A 
woman deserves equal pay for equal work. She deserves to have a baby without 
sacrificing her job. A mother deserves a day off to care for a sick child or sick 
parent without running into hardship – and you know what, a father does, too. It’s 
time to do away with workplace policies that belong in a Mad Men1 episode.        
(Obama “State of the Union Address”) 
 These were the words of President Barack Obama in the State of the Union Address, held 
on January 28, 2014. He reinforced his position, adding another impactful affirmation: “when 
women succeed, America succeeds” (Obama “State of the Union Address”). Clearly, President 
Obama put women at the center of American economy. Not only that, he brought to discussion 
two crucial themes related to women: career and motherhood. He touched a very sensitive zone 
and challenged American society and companies to end wage inequality and to move toward a 
friendlier environment for working mothers.  
 Although his speech addressed the American people, his words certainly reflect a 
phenomenon felt way beyond United States borders. As a Brazilian working mother myself, I 
struggle to balance my career and my family, and Obama’s declaration resonated as very familiar 
to me. As a demonstration of how this concern affects other parts of the world, a few days later 
in celebration of Women’s International Day, the President of Brazil, Dilma Roussef, the first 
Brazilian woman to be leader of the country, spoke to the nation using the same terms as Obama. 
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For Roussef, “Despite lots of progress, Brazil still needs to pay more attention to women. There 
are lots of barriers to be broken to guarantee gender equality, more women’s rights, and more 
women in top leading positions in companies and organizations. This is the century of women” 
(Roussef “Pronunciamento”).2 She also highlighted the elevated number of Brazilian women 
entrepreneurs, women who opt to start their own business as an alternative to balance work and 
family.  
  Both Obama and Roussef are witnesses to a concern that impacts personal lives as well as 
national economies around the globe: the presence/absence of women in the workforce. Obama 
and Roussef are reproducing feelings of many women, who, from the Global North to the Global 
South, struggle to combine work and personal life and to reach higher positions in organizations. 
In Brazil, for instance, research conducted by the scholars Antonio Carvalho Neto and Betania 
Tanure reveals that 29% of Brazilian women executives, from middle-management or above, are 
planning to decrease their work rhythm voluntarily due to motherhood or looking for more 
personal time and quality of life. Also, the researchers pointed out that three in four women are 
dissatisfied with the time they dedicate to their partners, children, and parents and 69% are 
feeling overwhelmed by that burden (Neto and Tanure “Pesquisa” n.p.). Not only Brazil but 
Latin America as a whole follows the same pattern according to Laura Chioda from the World 
Bank. In a report produced by this organization, Chioda illustrates the dilemma women face in 
combining work and family referring to a quote from Carolina Schmidt, Chile’s Minister of 
Education: “Balancing work and family is one of the country’s major challenges” (Chioda 144). 
The same report extends its analysis to other Latin American and Caribbean countries, affirming 
that the struggles to combine work and family are reflected in the tension exerted by women’s 
identities as mothers and workers leading to the mother’s guilt phenomenon. A similar situation 
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is also identified in Europe where Julie Coffman, Orit Gadiesh and Wendy Miller from Bain & 
Company studied the topic in Germany and revealed: 
Women constitute just 12 percent of the boards of directors of companies. In 
recent years, while women gained ground on gender equality issues like 
discrimination and harassment, they continued to struggle on gender parity issues 
like career development and access to leadership positions. As they try to balance 
priorities such as career-building and care-giving, often they find themselves 
slipping behind in the race to the top. 
(Coffman, Gadiesh, Miller 144)  
 My own experience shows how hard and stressful it is to excel in both spheres and to 
carry split minds and hearts. President Obama and President Dilma Roussef offer us a clear 
testimony that part of this struggle comes side-by-side with juggling career and family in 
women’s lives and this phenomenon is not limited to the United States or Brazil. Western society 
as a whole is facing a common challenge: how to manage the work-life dilemma that holds 
women’s progress and limits their opportunities. 
 Despite many barriers, women and mothers’ presence in the workplace is growing in all 
parts of the globe.  In the United States, according to the US Census Bureau, in 2009 there were 
43 million women in the workforce and approximately 70% of those have children. If we 
compare today’s numbers related to women’s presence in paid work with those of 50 years ago, 
the growth is impressive: in 1960, 30% of the female population was in the workforce, and in 
2010 their share reached 53%. Women have made huge progress during this period: Catalyst 
revealed that they surpassed men in obtaining bachelor’s degrees, increasingly occupy 
professional areas that were restricted to men, such as STEM careers (Science, Technology, 
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Engineer and Mathematics), and represent 14% of the CEOs of companies listed in Fortune 500 
(“Statistical”). The slogan of Virginia Slims cigarettes, aired in 1968 as a tribute to women’s 
achievements, is still very true today: “You’ve come a long way, baby.” Regardless of this 
visible progress, women continue to earn considerably less than men and gender inequality is 
still a reality in American society. Recent data shows that gender equality is uneven and appears 
to be stalling (Stone 12). The Gender Gap Report of 2012, produced by the Institute for 
Women’s Policy Research, showed in its last publication that progress in closing the gender 
earnings gap has slowed considerably since the 1980s and early 1990s, as measured by both data 
series. Since 2001 the annual gender earnings gap narrowed by only about one percentage point. 
Virginia Valian reinforces the slow pace of change in terms of gender equality in her book Why 
So Slow? The Advancement of Women. She argues that whether in business, law, medicine, or 
academia, women are not advancing at the same rate as men and adds that they are not equally 
paid, occupy less-powerful positions, and are not as respected. She refers to “gender schemas,” 
defined as a set of implicit or nonconscious hypotheses as the explanation for women’s rhythm 
(2). There is a direct correlation between wage gap and rhythm of women’s advancement with 
“leaning in”/“opting out” where the duality “lean in”/“opt out” reinforces the disparity between 
men and women in the workplace. This works as a vicious circle. In order to narrow the wage 
gap some women are accelerating the pace, pushing harder, and “leaning in.” At the other 
extreme, the ones who do not fit that pattern, refuse to impose this rhythm on their lives and 
return home, thus reducing the number of women battling for gender gap earnings equality. 
“Lean in,” “opt out,” and the gender wage gap are ingredients of the same story that has been 
revealed in recent years.  
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 The reality in Brazil is not different from that. Women represent 53% of the total active 
workforce, according to IBGE, the official census of the country. In spite of the higher presence 
in the workforce, compared to men, Brazilian women make 23% less and occupy only 3% of the 
CEO positions. These numbers reflect an even higher gender inequality if we consider that 
Brazilian women outnumber men in formal education. The 2012 Brazilian Census showed that 
Brazilian women represent 60% of the population with a bachelor’s degree and obtain 51.1% of 
graduate degrees. And what is more impressive is that the statistics show that the more women 
study the higher is the wage gap compared to men.   
 Furthermore, some authors have focused on understanding the current gender gap in CEO 
positions and found the answer going back to children’s education. Terrance W. Fitzsimmons, 
Victor J. Callan, and Neil Paulsen conducted qualitative research in Australia among CEOs, both 
men and women. What they discovered, based on the framework of Pierre Bordieu’s theory of 
social capital, is that “childhood experiences produce capitals such as leadership and self-
efficacy, limit access to further capital acquisition and/or refinement of existing capitals for 
women. Failure to gain access to certain capital building experiences at key stages in life can 
result in lost opportunities to gain access to valued capitals in the future or perhaps forever” 
(261). This conclusion puts the responsibility for the gender disparity on the family, schooling 
and society more generally rather than on business exclusively (262). 
1.1.2 The Duality “Lean In” and “Opt Out”  
 Sheryl Sandberg and Pamela Stone, taking two completely different routes, tried to trace 
the reasons behind these gender gap numbers. Why aren’t women reaching the top positions in 
companies, at a faster pace and in larger numbers? Sandberg’s Lean In: Women, Work, and the 
Will to Lead, and Stone’s Opting Out: Why Women Really Quit Careers and Head Home, are 
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dedicated to this troubling and necessary discussion. Curiously, their books presented completely 
different orientations, following the different personal experiences of each one.  
 On the one hand, Sandberg is the current COO of Facebook and is listed as one of the 
most powerful people in the world, according to Forbes magazine. Time magazine also put her 
as one of the 100 most influential people in the globe. Prior to Facebook, she was the Vice 
President for Global Online Sales at Google and Chief of Staff at the US Treasury Department. 
Sandberg is married and has two children. She got her Bachelor’s Degree and her MBA from 
Harvard University, where she was awarded the John H. Williams Prize for the top graduate 
student in economics. She started her career during her university years and since then has been 
dedicated to it uninterruptedly. Undoubtedly, Sandberg’s academic and professional journeys 
were characterized as a consistent traditional and neoliberal path, where she was side-by-side 
with universities and organizations marked by a traditional approach that follow the status quo. 
On the other hand, Pamela Stone is Professor of Sociology at Hunter College and the Graduate 
Center of the City University of New York. She defines herself as a Sociologist and a soccer 
mom (Stone 2). As a researcher, her commitment was to understand women’s choices in terms of 
career/personal life and her own personal experience was not part of her analysis, which was the 
case in Sandberg’s narrative.  
 Not only are their careers different, but, more than that, they present different options for 
women’s career and family life. Sandberg’s manifesto, “Lean in,” aims to push women forward, 
to accelerate, to work harder in order to succeed in the workplace. Personal life is almost absent 
in her narrative. Her claim mirrors her own career: “Facebook is available around the world 24/7 
and for the most part, so am I. The days when I even think of unplugging for a weekend or a 
vacation are long gone” (Sandberg 133). The same message was sent by Marissa Mayer, CEO of 
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Yahoo, when Patricia Sellers from Fortune magazine wrote that Mayer’s maternity leave would 
be only a few weeks long because she did not want to lose track of the company’s routine: “I like 
to stay in the rhythm of things” (Sellers “New Yahoo”). Remarkably, Sandberg as well as Mayer 
are both successful women in the digital business, a sector proud of being available 24/7, with 
non-stop interactions with the market. I can see that their lives and the positions they defend 
mirror the dynamics of the market they belong to.  
 Stone’s so-called revolution points to a different direction. Her claim is that women are 
being forced to opt out from their careers and are returning home. She refers to a “leaky 
pipeline,” one that is pushing women out of the market (Stone 13). Stone believes that the 
combination of a high-pressure corporate world, the 24/7 accountability demand, and low 
flexibility of working schedules make the work environment an unfriendly and hostile place for 
women and not compatible with keeping a healthy family life. Most women cannot quit, for 
economic reasons, and persevere despite knowing that the burden is high for them. However, 
Stone argues that those who have a choice are trading paid employment for time devoted to 
unpaid caregiving. These women choose to be closer to their families, especially the ones who 
have children, than live a stressful and high-demanding life with their jobs. Stone presents 
numbers to prove her theory and explains that 43% of the highly qualified women who had 
children left the workplace versus 24% of the men (9). However, women’s decisions were linked 
to maternity while men’s were related to pursuing other careers, spending some time in training 
or starting their own business. For women, it’s all or nothing, as pointed out by Stone. With a 
similar argument, Hester Vair states that working motherhood is problematic because it binds 
two incompatible roles. Women have to simultaneously manage two identities, one tied up with 
motherhood and the other tied up with work (ii). Lisa Belkin, who first coined the term “opt out 
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revolution,” echoes Stone, attesting that women are struggling with the demands of the corporate 
world and are leaving: “As these women look to the top, they are increasingly deciding that they 
do not want to do what it takes to get there” (“Equal Pay” 334).  
 This is the case of Anne-Marie Slaughter, a professor of politics and international affairs 
at Princeton University, and the mother of two teenage boys. She served in the United States as 
the director of policy planning for the State Department from 2009 to 2011. Slaughter told her 
story in a very controversial article published in The Atlantic magazine, in June 2012. The 
article’s title was “Why women still can’t have it all” and revealed her decision to quit her public 
career in Washington, abandon a “dream job,” and return to her hometown to spend more time 
with her teenage boys. In order to make her statement even more real, she remembered an 
episode, when she was participating in a glamorous reception with many Prime Ministers as well 
as with President and Mrs. Obama. Physically she was there, mentally she was in another place, 
thinking of one of her boys: “I sipped champagne, greeted foreign dignitaries, and mingled. But I 
could not stop thinking about my 14-year-old son, who had started eighth grade three weeks 
earlier and was already resuming what had become his pattern of skipping homework, disrupting 
classes, failing math, and tuning out any adult who tried to reach him” (Slaughter 86). Her story 
reminded me of a remarkable quote from Golda Meir, the former Prime Minister of Israel, 
referring to working women: “At work, you think of the children you have left at home. At 
home, you think of the work you've left unfinished. Such a struggle is unleashed within yourself. 
Your heart is rent” (cited in Paxton and Hughes 92). Her words are so true to me that I have a 
board with this quote that I keep in my office. The same feeling was expressed by the First Lady 
Michelle Obama, “When I was at work I always felt I was shortchanging the girls. But when I 
was at home, I was worried I was letting people at work down” (Obama, M. “Remarks”). 
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Slaughter’s article critiques Sandberg’s claim that women lack desire to be top executives and 
are not committed enough to their careers: “Sandberg thinks that something is an ‘ambition gap’ 
that women do not dream big enough” (90). Instead, Slaughter strongly believes that women still 
can’t have it all because the system where corporations operate is old-fashioned and insists on a 
failed model, where one should consider “America’s social and business policies, rather than 
women’s level of ambition, in explaining the dearth of women at the top” (90). According to her 
understanding, the failed model is characterized by the way America’s society and economy are 
structured, where in many jobs, long and late hours and rigid schedules prevail, where it is 
impossible for women to combine her work with other personal or family needs.  As a 
consequence, it is not a coincidence that compared to men, women in top positions have fewer 
children (Slaughter 90). 
 In most cases, as well as in Slaughter’s revelation, multitasking, juggling career and 
family, is pointed out as the main reason for the “opt out” revolution. A study developed by 
Shira Offer and Barbara Schneider reveals that, on average, women spend 48 hours and men 39 
hours per week performing home and work activities. As a consequence, they reported that 
multitasking is directly related to mothers’ emotional stress, significantly higher than among 
fathers (828). The same trend was identified in research I conducted among 700 working 
mothers in Brazil, with the mothers the primary caregivers in most of the situations concerning 
children: 91% of the mothers were responsible for taking kids to the doctor versus only 4% of 
the fathers; 75% of the mothers go to parent school meetings, versus 6% of fathers (Troiano 71). 
A similar pattern can be seen in other countries of Latin America. According to a 2011 report 
from the United Nations Development Program, in Latin American countries, the average daily 
hours devoted to unpaid work by women varies between approximately four hours in Argentina 
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to slightly above seven hours in Guatemala. Among men, time spent on this type of work never 
surpassed two hours per day. The Brazilian statistics show that women spend 39.9 hours working 
outside home and 23.2 hours doing domestic work (Esquivel 15). Although these statistics refer 
to all types of work and job positions, they reveal an uneven situation between men and women 
in terms of hours dedicated to unpaid work.  
 As a means of understanding the “opt out” revolution, Lisa A. Mainiero and Sherry E. 
Sullivan developed an alternative concept, the “kaleidoscope model.” Their thesis is based on the 
assumption that a kaleidoscope is a perfect metaphor to explain women’s career interruption: 
“Like a kaleidoscope that produces changing patterns when the tube is rotated and its glass chips 
fall into new arrangements, women shift the pattern of their careers by rotating different aspects 
of their lives to arrange their roles and relationships in new ways” (111). They conclude by 
saying that women, like kaleidoscopes, are related and each action taken has a profound effect on 
others around them. Therefore, the decision to “opt out” is measured by the impact it will 
promote on others (111).  
 Guided by whether the kaleidoscope moves or not, many working women are trapped 
between leaning in and opting out, and choosing the second option. “I don’t want that kind of 
life,”2 says an ex-executive mother, explaining her decision to leave her job (Troiano 181). 
Contrary to Sandberg’s proposition, to lean in and go forward, these women are pushing the 
brakes and redefining success. Lisa Belkin observed that almost half the women listed on the 
Fortune ranking as leading executives abandoned their careers (“The Opt-Out” n.p.) In 
quantitative research I conducted in 2007, 67% of Brazilian working mothers declared they have 
thought of abandoning their careers and quitting their jobs (Troiano 41). A recent survey released 
in 2014 by the Pew Research Center shows that three in ten American mothers are stay-at-home 
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moms who do not have a paid job. These numbers interrupt a long-term decline in the number of 
stay-at-home moms, revealing that the percentage of mothers of children under 18 who don't 
work outside the home has risen over the past decade to 29% in 2012, up from 23% in 1999 
(Cohn, Livingston and Wang “After Decades” n.p.).  
If for Sandberg the definition of success is to dedicate full time to a career in order to 
achieve the position women deserve in the workplace, for Stone, success is to escape from the 
pressures of a hectic agenda. If for Sandberg the order is to press the pedal of the accelerator and 
move fast, for Stone, it is time to rethink, press the brakes and redefine success. For Sandberg, 
women need to put aside their insecurity and fear to compete with men and empower themselves. 
For Stone, women are being shut out of the workplace, heading home, and retreating from 
professional success. Once more, Belkin is aligned with Stone and sees women redefining 
success in their own terms: “success was about the male definition of money and power. There is 
nothing wrong with money and power but they come at a high price and lately when women talk 
about success, they use words like satisfaction, balance and sanity” (“Equal Pay” 334). Clearly, 
both authors are proposing a response to the stresses of the corporate world with a redefinition of 
success, in which money and power lose space for quality of life.  
1.1.3 Landing in Brazil: “Lean in”/“Opt out” Discourses 
 With their own vocabulary, Brazilian women are also facing the challenges related to 
“lean in” / “opt out.” Most of the studies conducted in Brazil by scholars to investigate executive 
women are based on secondary sources or primary sources, being the latter through qualitative 
and quantitative studies. Curiously, despite an exhaustive search, I did not find any ethnographic 
work about this specific population conducted in Brazil. 
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 Based on a qualitative study among executive men and women, the scholars Antonio 
Neto et al. pointed out several obstacles to female careers in Brazil: deep-rooted prejudice; 
biological pressure to have children; overload, with concerns relating to their children versus 
over-long working hours; difficult relations with their partners. The dilemma is well expressed in 
a quote collected from an executive women during their qualitative research: “I am in the middle 
of a crisis because I have an opportunity to accept an international position but I ask myself: is it 
worth it?  I have a small child, my structure is already set here, my husband has his career… but 
I know from the company’s perspective, I have to do that…” (14). The juggling career-family is, 
according to the authors, what influences the lower number of working mothers in top positions 
in Brazil compared to working fathers: 40.5% of women and 19.3% of men that occupy the top 
levels do not have a child (14). By the same token, the number of women with only one child is 
higher than the number of men: 42.7% of women versus 28.9% of men. They conclude that 
executive women have been working the “extra mile” and are burned out with the excessive 
work that the fulfillment of multiple roles requires of them being women, mothers, and 
professionals (16).  
  In the same direction, Maria Cristina A. Bruschini analyzed Brazilian statistics related to 
work and gender between 1992 and 2005. She observed that in the last 10 to 15 years the 
Brazilian female workers achieved some advances in the workforce although, during the same 
period, several adverse conditions still persisted. Among these adversities, she points out two in 
particular. One is that in the occupational sphere, female workers still remain in traditionally 
feminine sectors, occupations and fields of work such as services, social services and public 
administration. Another inequality Bruschini identified relies on the persisting responsibility of 
women and mothers for the household tasks for raising the children and taking care of family 
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members, leading them to a more difficult path for managing careers compared to male 
counterparts (33). 
 Since maternity is a common argument in most of the analyses conducted by Brazilians 
scholars about women’s struggles to balance work and personal lives, it is helpful to understand 
how paid maternity leave works today in the country and how it evolved over time. The 
Brazilian paid maternity leave law was created in 1943, establishing 84 days out of work for 
mothers after the baby was born. At the beginning, the employer was responsible for the 
women’s salaries and that situation led to severe discrimination towards women due to the higher 
costs involved in having a female employee. In 1988, the law changed in three ways: the state 
was then responsible for the expenses related to the maternity leave, the period was extended to 
120 days, and the pregnant employee could not be laid off. Also the law extended some benefits 
for mothers who adopt a child. Thus, for mothers who adopt a child who is less than 12 months 
old they also had 120 days of paid maternity leave paid by the state. If the adopted child is 12 
months or more, the paid leave is limited to 30 days. Another change was promoted in the law in 
1998 when the paid leave increased from 120 to 180 days, making these additional days non-
mandatory for companies. Despite the protection offered by Brazilian law, some executive 
women return earlier to work for fear of having “penalties” to their careers. From the fathers’ 
side, since 1988, Brazilian law states that fathers can have up to 5 days of paid paternity leave. 
Although the law favors the relationship between baby and mother, at the same time, it also puts 
the woman in a disadvantaged position in terms of her dedication to paid work, compared to the 
father.  
 The challenge work-family, or “lean in”/“opt out” is also revealed by Maria Lucia Rocha 
Coutinho in a study among middle-class executive women from Rio de Janeiro. Coutinho argues 
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that their dual responsibilities charge a price for their career progress as well as for their personal 
fulfillment (127). For the author, the traditional status of motherhood that is still very present in 
Brazil puts women as the main caretaker of the children. As such, the number of hours they 
spend doing family/households chores is very limiting for women and sometimes pushes them to 
rethink their career aspirations. The solution for women, Coutinho believes, comes from being 
freed to decide if they want to become mothers or not (127).  
 Cristina Bruschini and Andrea B. Puppin highlighted the Brazilian machismo which can 
be identified through the discrimination against working mothers for maternity leave, less 
disposition for working late hours or travelling. As a consequence, they observed that in Brazil 
promotions favor the ones with more availability to work, being men or women. Meanwhile, 
working mothers are having to trade off career and work, as evidenced by a statement of one of 
the respondents of Bruschini and Puppin’s research: “A middle management position allows me 
to balance my personal and professional roles. If I had a higher position, this would not be 
possible.” Moreover, some testimonies collected from Bruschini and Puppin’s research make the 
“lean in”/“opt out” conflict clear. In one of them a top manager in an oil company leaves no 
doubt that women’s success depends on leaning in: “women are very passive, they do not strive 
for success. I have always fought for my objectives but most of my college mates preferred the 
easiest path of public service where they could be more relaxed” (130). This statement received 
the endorsement of another woman who works in a bank: “Women have to be tough, they have 
to impose their opinion, express themselves, prove their value. And above all, demonstrate that 
your personal life does not affect your performance at work. Give orders, be respected, do not 
cry – masculine traditions are ingrained in the corporate culture” (137).  In the opposite 
direction, another executive acknowledges how difficult it is for women to fully dedicate 
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themselves to their careers: “Women are always at a disadvantage in the market because we have 
more hours of work if we consider all the duties together, at work and at home” (130). And 
another one suggests that in order to win in a “machista” environment, “woman does not need to 
be a man. However, the ones that reach the top already have a personality that fits the corporate 
demands. One cannot change the corporate culture: you adapt or leave” (137). What Bruschini 
and Puppin show through their research is that today in Brazil the conflict between “lean in”/“opt 
out” is very much alive. 
  Ana Paula Padrão, a well-known and respected Brazilian journalist, currently manages 
her own blog focused on women’s issues. She points out that although Sandberg’s book Lean In 
was a best seller in Brazil, she sees the book with suspicion. For Padrão, Sandberg is wrong to 
put the blame exclusively on women’s shoulders assuming that the lack of ambition is the main 
reason behind the absence of women in top positions. In opposition to Sandberg, Padrão puts the 
blame on corporate environments, arguing that management was created by men and for men. 
Thus, for Padrão it is time to change the corporate environment and not the time to change 
women (n.p.).  
 Following Padrão, Aranovich, a feminist Brazilian scholar, also saw Sandberg’s book 
with restrictions. For her, executive women do not lack confidence, as Sandberg states; rather, 
they suffer with the lack of support (from society in general) for juggling career and personal 
life, especially after motherhood. The majority of companies based in Brazil do not offer any 
childcare support for the executive women who are mothers, nor does the state does its part. 
Consequently, Aranovich claims that “women are on their own, abandoned to their fate” (n.p.). 
She also blames the number of hours dedicated to domestic work that continues to be highly 
associated with women’s “obligation.” In the last decade, Aranovich points out, men increased 
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only 8 minutes the time they dedicate to housework. It means that, despite the fact that the 
workforce is comprised of 50% women, the burden of the dual-journey is more intense on 
women’s side.  
 However, for many Brazilian executive women Sheryl Sandberg’s manifesto sounds very 
familiar and, more than that, inspiring. In a leading Brazilian business magazine, Época 
Negócios, one article reunited several cases of women who have reached the top of their careers 
facing their hesitations and leaning in toward their dreams, despite all the sacrifices and 
challenges they had to overcome. One of them, Elaine Pinheiro, who is a lawyer at a bank, has 
recently been promoted to a director position. Pinheiro recalls her hard work and remembers that 
for many nights she had to stay working in the office while her husband stayed with the kids at 
home. For her, the secret for women’s success is never to give up, and she uses her story to prove 
her point. In other words, she very much follows Sandberg’s advice to “lean in” (“O que elas” 
n.p.). 
 The same article discusses the reasons behind the low number of Brazilian women in top 
positions, such as directors, vice-presidents, and CEOs, arguing that in Brazil women comprise 
only 22% of these leading positions compared to 31% in New Zealand, 30% in Chile, 28% in 
Mexico, 25% in Argentina, according to research conducted by Grant Thornton. Curiously, both 
Brazil and the United States have the same percentage of executive women in leading positions 
(22%). According to the article, the reason that explains such low numbers is related to the high-
demanding environment and rigid rules of the workplace limiting the possibilities of balancing 
work and family. The consequence is that many women leave their careers, if they can afford 
that decision, or do not reach higher levels, knowing that such a move would charge them with 
more work hours and less time with family.  
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 In her dissertation, Silvana Rodrigues Andrade analyzed the textual discourses of Mulher 
Executiva, a Brazilian monthly magazine addressed to middle-upper class executive women (30). 
The author’s main goal was to understand how Brazilian executive women were portrayed and 
represented through articles and images, between the years 2004 and 2011. One of her main 
conclusions is that the identity of the executive women changed over this period of time. In the 
first years, 2004 to 2008, women were described as “workaholics,” meaning that they were 
putting all their energy into work and being less involved with their families. According to 
Andrade, in this period, women were full-time executives, being available around the clock, even 
during vacations or maternity leave (88). From 2009 the stories published by the magazine 
revealed a different reality, showing women much more inclined to balance work and personal 
lives, valuing quality time with their families, and putting more limits in terms of the boundaries 
between work and home. Success was not measured by the number of hours dedicated to the 
career, rather by the more balanced equation of the duality work/personal life (91). What 
Andrade revealed is that, in the Brazilian context, the “lean in” discourse defended by Sandberg, 
was losing its power along the years in the name of a more balanced life. 
 According to research conducted in Brazil by Caliper, a consultancy firm dedicated to 
human resources, the definition of success is not unanimous. For 18% of the sample comprised 
of 66 Brazilian executive women from the three top levels of the companies where they work 
(CEOs, VPs, or Directors), success is having a family. Also, 18% said that success is having a 
career. This is followed by 16% who declare that success is the capacity to balance career and 
personal life (“O que elas querem” n.p.). The research demonstrates clearly the impasse faced by 
Brazilian executive women: should they lean in and embrace an ascending career or should they 
focus on their families and put their careers aside? In other words, “lean in” or “opt out?” 
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 Finally, as Sandberg’s book has been translated to many languages around the world, the 
choices of local titles tell something about the meaning of her message to that specific culture. In 
most countries, the main idea of “leaning in” was preserved and local expressions were used as 
synonyms. Also, in most cases the names indicate a movement toward something that women 
want to achieve, something that asks for an attitude coming from women: En Avant Toutes 
(France), Facciamoci Avanti (Italy), and Vayamos Adelante (Spanish speaking countries). In all 
these cases the title meant a trend in which women were moving ahead together sharing the same 
goals. Curiously, in Brazil, the title assumed a slightly different angle, Faça Acontecer. In a free 
translation to English, the Brazilian title would be “Make It Happen.” This title called my 
attention for two reasons. First, it indicates that Brazilian women are not “making it happen” or 
at least not enough according to Sandberg patterns. Second, it is a more blurred command that 
calls for action but does not show direction. Is it to go forward or back? This non-definition, in 
my understanding, can be interpreted as positive because the path is open for developing new 
forms of agency for Brazilian women without a pre-determined and fixed way.  
1.1.4 The Idealized Portrait of the “Good Mom” 
Whether in Brazil or in most Western countries, expectations related to how a woman 
“should” behave in order to be defined as a “good” mother adds more challenge to juggling 
career and motherhood. Allegra J. Hodges and Bernardette Parke examine the case of 
oppositional identities between career and parent roles. Analyzing 25 positive traits rated as most 
characteristic of moms, dads, and professionals, they came to the conclusion that men can 
embody the positive trait characteristics associated with being a dad and, at the same time, 
successfully display those of the professional. The study revealed that traits such as ambitious, 
intelligent, mature, strong, and confident are used to define both dads as well as professionals 
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(197). A woman, in contrast, must create a different persona in order to meet societal 
expectations for what is considered a “good mom” when she attempts to fulfill her career 
aspirations (197). This happens because the traits associated with a mom are distant from the 
ones associated with a professional. A mom is described as affectionate, gentle, forgiving, and 
generous and those traits are seen as incompatible with the set of traits that define a professional, 
such as analytical, assertive, and independent. It means that women, differently than men, have 
to promote changes in order to fulfill these expectations and build a new persona: “we argue that 
women respond to this conflict by shifting back and forth between activation of whichever 
identity is relevant in a given situational context in a way that men do not” (193). Susan Douglas 
and Meredith Michael reinforce such shifting identities and launch a humorous provocation: “Be 
more doting and self sacrificing at home than Bambi’s mother, yet more achievement-oriented at 
work than Madeleine Albright” (11). 
  The study mentioned above from Hodges and Parke opens different lenses of analysis 
that, in my opinion, are strongly related to both Sandberg and Stone’s propositions, that is, the 
social expectations of what is considered a “good” mom. The boundaries associated with the 
“good” mom help us identify why the idea of being both a “good” mom and a top executive may 
seem incompatible. In their book The Mommy Myth, Douglas and Michaels discuss the media-
created label of the “new momism,” seen as a very idealized projection of motherhood. “New 
momism” reveals an aggressive competition between moms to prove to each other whom is the 
“best” mother. To be the best, according to Douglas and Michaels, a mother must always put 
kids’ desires before her own, never be tired of playing with children, and keep a smile on her 
face (6). Michelle L. Vancour and William M. Sherman identify the same pattern when they 
refer to Anita Garey’s study, conducted in 1999, when Garey defines three ways according to 
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which women come to be considered “good mothers” in the United States: “being there for their 
children, by engaging in family time, and doing this with or for their children” (236). If one 
follows these three conditions, Vancour and Sherman affirm that being a “good mother” means 
being a child’s primary caregiver, devoting herself to her children 24/7 (236). Janneke van Mens-
Verhulst reinforces the argument and points out the perpetuation of the myth of a “perfect 
mother who can satisfy human desires for love, nurture, empathy, and needs for protection and 
reassurance, and who relieves anxieties, discontents, loneliness and self-responsibility” (527). 
However, if we consider these depictions of idealized motherhood, it is important to note that 
even the majority of middle-class women are unable to meet the idealized concept of the 
“perfect” mother.  
 If Sandberg states that to climb the corporate ladder one must be available for the 
company 24/7, mothers are seen as incompatible with this position. Again, this conflict suggests 
that opting-out is the only alternative if a mother wants to follow the “conditions” of a “good 
mother.” The requirements of the “good mother” also reminded me of a Procter & Gamble 
advertisement, aired this year on TV. The commercial shows beautiful images of athletes, 
revealing their muscles and hard practices, the everyday commitment, their struggles, and 
victories. In the end, Procter & Gamble reproduces what would be a children’s response to the 
mother’s effort and brings a thankful message dedicated to mothers: “For teaching us that falling 
only makes us stronger. For giving us the encouragement to try again. Thank you, Mom.” Every 
time I see this commercial, I feel terrible as a mother. Being a working mother myself, if this is 
what a good mother looks like, the ideal of the “soccer mom,” Procter & Gamble’s message was 
not addressed to me at all.   
 Therefore, “opt out” could be pushed by this concept of what a “good mother” looks like. 
  
28 
It is an action that perpetuates the link between women and domesticity. Drawing on 
domesticity, Parreñas’s work refers to this concept to express how the force of domesticity in 
women’s lives brings contradictory messages about women's place in society, simultaneously 
pushing women inside and outside the home (7). This domestic path is clearly in conflict with 
Sandberg’s call. For her, women must work on their emotions, believe in themselves, and be 
courageous: “I encourage women to dream big, forge a path through the obstacles, and achieve 
their full potential” (171). Her manifesto calls for women to lean in and realize their ambitions, 
to face the “jungle gym,” her metaphor to materialize the difficulties and obstacles of the work 
environment, and move forward (53).  
1.1.5 What’s Up for the Next Generation of Women?  
 Both Sandberg’s as well as Stone’s books were constructed based on the experiences of 
women who had already established a career and most of them, also a family. What intrigued me 
most is how young college women, from different standpoints in terms of race, class, and sexual 
orientation, the ones who are initiating their careers now, are planning their future. Do they want 
to “lean in” and, as stated by Sandberg, move fast, work harder, and stay more focused? Or will 
they “opt out,” feeling that the price of being a career woman is too high? Are they 
deconstructing this duality and creating a new space for agency?  
 Sandberg has just launched a new version of her book, this time targeted to graduate 
students, Lean in for Graduates (2014), reaching an audience closer to the one I want to 
investigate in my research. Her new move shows her intention to spread the “lean in” message to 
a wider target of readers, one that she did not focus on in the first version of Lean in. This time, 
Sandberg brings a global perspective, including Black women’s standpoints, adds texts from 
other authors, and talks to the younger generation, as explained on the Lean in website:  
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Now Sheryl has enlisted the help of experts for Lean In for Graduates, a 
handbook that offers instruction and inspiration for the next generation. Lean In 
for Graduates includes the full text of the original bestseller as well as new 
chapters on finding your first job, negotiating your salary, listening to your inner 
voice, and leaning in for women of color and millennial men. It also includes 
stories from young people around the world who’ve pushed past their fears and 
achieved their goals. (Lean in Website) 
Sandberg’s book aimed to graduates brings a clear assumption that women’s path to 
success is to “lean in.” Some organizations and authors are not so sure if such a path represents 
the ideals of the new generation of women. The American Association of University Women 
published an article on its website from a 30-year-old woman, Jennifer Perdomo, in which she 
discusses her aspirations. Her main argument is that, in order to “have it all,” society must 
review not only women’s decisions but also men’s: “I look forward to the day when work-life 
balance is perceived as a genderless issue” (Perdomo “In Defense”). Also focusing on college 
students, Anne Machung conducted a study among Berkeley students about their expectations 
toward their future in terms of work and family. Comparing boys and girls, Machung observed 
that boys had a strong determination to hold a career and stick to it uninterruptedly despite their 
dedication to family, as opposed to young women, who were less clear about what they want. 
They expected to have a career but they also considered quitting when they have babies (50). 
This is not a recent study but points to the tendency that young women are more inclined to 
follow Stone’s revolution than Sandberg’s manifesto. In 2011, I carried out research among 
teenagers and young adults (14 to 22 years old) in Brazil. Brazilian young women elected 
Angelina Jolie as their role model for the future – a woman who combines her professional life 
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with six kids, outwardly not at all stressed (79). When asked about how they see their future 
lives, both girls and boys imagined themselves as working parents. None of the young women 
expected to be a housewife and not pursue a career (88). But they also foresaw their future 
aspirations very clearly. When comparing to their parents’ lives, they sought a more balanced 
life, rejecting both “leaning in” and “opting out.” As a 17-year-old Brazilian girl said during a 
focus group session, “I want to be different from my parents. I want to have more time to stay 
with my children and have a job with a better quality of life” (86). A more recent study 
conducted in the United States by the Pew Research Center, released in December 2013, 
observed that 59% of millennial women and 19% of millennial men see that being a working 
parent makes it harder to advance in a job or career (“On Pay Gap” 1). It also shows that 39% of 
millennial women rejected a “boss” position versus 30% of millennial men (“On Pay Gap” 42). 
Is the new generation of women anticipating their parents’ challenges? Are they trapped in the 
“lean in”/“opt out” duality? 
1.1.6  Looking Ahead through Brazilian’s Eyes 
 Scholarship on the dilemma of gender inequality in the workplace focuses mainly on how 
organizations are gendered and how they define clear expectations for their employees. To 
succeed, both men and women should follow the Facebook motto: “Be bold, move fast, and 
break things” (Losse n.pag.). If you do not conform to those rules, both for men and women, the 
chances are minimal that one can climb the corporate ladder. It’s conformity and compromise or 
quit. It is “lean in” or “opt out.” However, most of these studies focus on the current generation, 
people who have been in the marketplace for more than a decade.  Fewer studies have analyzed 
how the newcomers to the marketplace are dealing with Stone and Sandberg’s theories.  
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 Furthermore, in both cases, Stone and Sandberg draw their assumptions based on a very 
particular standpoint, the White American, heterosexual, middle-upper class woman. As stated in 
a critique of Sandberg’s book written by bell hooks, Sandberg’s privileged position mutes other 
voices, the minoritized voices, such as Black, Third World, homosexual women:  
Sandberg effectively uses her race and class power and privilege to promote a narrow definition 
of feminism that obscures and undermines visionary feminist concerns. Her unwillingness to 
consider a vision that would include all women rather than only white women from privileged 
classes is one of the flaws in the representation of herself as a voice for feminism. Certainly she 
is a powerful mentor figure for fiscally conservative white female elites. The corporate infusion 
of gender equality she evokes is a “whites only” proposition. (hooks n.p.) 
 bell hooks’ criticism brings to discussion the question of looking at “lean in”/“opt out” 
from new angles, involving other groups of women that might define different priorities and 
expectations compared to the American White heterosexual perspective brought by Sandberg 
and Stone. Brazilians, Black college young women, and lesbians could put different weight on 
certain values, choices, and opportunities either in their personal lives or in their careers. My 
study opens this possibility of looking not only through American normative eyes.  
 Therefore, my goal was to bring insights to discuss and promote changes in women’s 
lives, opening new possibilities beyond the duality “lean in”/“opt out” for the next generation of 
women leaders, one that gives voice to different standpoints in terms of race, sexual orientation, 
a culture other than the American. This wider point of view allowed me to gain understanding on 
how priorities are established in a population not covered by Sandberg or Stone. In a certain way, 
my goal was to analyze whether and how Brazilian college students are deconstructing the 
duality and creating a new model. I believe that this is a significant contribution for women’s 
  
32 
agency, promoting a wider spectrum of possibilities, and escaping from being trapped to 
conform to idealized norms or to patriarchal hetero-normative patterns.  
 Intrigued by Sandberg and Stone’s theories and feeling my own life trapped between 
these two choices, I delved into the investigation of what the possibilities are for the next 
generation of women leaders. I looked at how they are preserving or rejecting the work/life 
duality and how they move between “lean in” and “opt out,” creating their own space or 
reproducing patterns of the current generation of executive women.  
 I concentrated my research on the following set of questions, focusing on Brazilian 
college students: 
1. What are the expectations that shape their future plans in relation to career and personal 
life?  
2. How do their aspirations relate to the “lean in” path?  
3. How do their aspirations relate to the “opt out” path?  
4. What are the challenges and opportunities they anticipate?  
 In answering these questions I sought a deep understanding of how Brazilian college 
women are planning their adulthood in terms of career and personal life, whether or not they are 
deconstructing the duality “lean in”/“opt out,” and what actions/decisions they have started to 
take in order to put into practice their project.  
2 METHODOLOGY 
 The production of knowledge guides academic studies as we attempt to make sense of the 
world around us through research-based knowledge. Stephen D. Lapan, MaryLynn T. Quartaroli, 
and Frances Julia Riemer affirm that knowledge production and conclusions are derived from 
carefully planned studies based on systematic observation using disciplined inquiry (4). In 
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seeking to explore the expectations of Brazilian young women and evaluate their thoughts and 
feelings related to the duality “lean in”/“opt out,” I chose to rely on a qualitative inquiry 
approach.  
 The qualitative approach allows the researcher to uncover meanings related to a specific 
area of interest. Going further, Lapan, Quartaroli, and Riemer state that qualitative research is 
built on two dimensions: “the interpretive perspective, which focuses on uncovering participants’ 
views, and a critical perspective, which builds on the interpretive perspective but also examines 
ways in which power is embedded in social settings” (16).  
 The discussion of power and knowledge production goes beyond qualitative inquiry as 
method and resonates with the nature and purposes of feminist research as well. Considering 
Sharlene Hesse-Biber’s perspective, feminist research breaks the traditional circle of knowledge, 
building its praxis on the understanding of difference and translating these insights by 
“emphasizing the importance of taking issues of power, authority, ethics, and reflexivity into the 
practice of social research” (16). Sara Mills considers that feminist theorists are concerned to 
analyze power relations and the way women as individuals or members negotiate relations of 
power. For Mills, more than viewing women only as an oppressed group and victims of male 
domination, recent feminist work has tried to analyze power as “it manifests itself and as it is 
resisted in the relations of everyday life” (78). Hesse-Biber and Mills refer to two different sets 
of power relations. While Hesse-Biber is referring to the power relation that takes place in the 
research practice itself, between researcher and researched, Mills discusses power related to what 
is happening in the site of research. 
 In this particular research, my intention was to adopt a feminist approach, in which 
critiques of positivism prompted feminist scholars to develop alternative paradigms or ways of 
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knowing, different conceptual frameworks to explain phenomena (theories), different rationales 
and approaches to direct how research should proceed (methodologies), new techniques for 
gathering data (methods), and innovative forms to disseminate knowledge (representation). 
Feminist researchers pose varied questions about the social world and mobilize diverse 
philosophies, theories, methodologies, and methods to gather information and create knowledge 
(Bailey 395). 
 An additional methodological challenge that impacts all forms of science production is 
the notion that knowledge is always, to a certain degree, biased and partial. The statement “the 
personal is political” expresses this idea of hidden intentions and agendas from both sides of the 
equation: the researcher and the subject. From the perspective of the subject, Jayati Lal, in her 
study of the politics of representation and epistemologies of location of the “Third World 
Woman,” signals that partial truth is an inevitable outcome of research that is situated and 
constructed around specific locations. For Lal, the only way to avoid the risk of biased 
interpretations is to situate the responses in the larger historical and societal context that can 
frame a meaning: “Our subjects are not just responding to our agendas and to our questions, but 
they are also always engaged in actively shaping their representations to suit their own agendas 
of how they wish to be represented” (204). From the side of the researcher, neutrality also is a 
hard ideal to achieve and it is important to acknowledge that before starting the research process. 
Joan W. Scott discusses the discursive nature of experience, exposing the omnipresence of the 
politics of what participants and researchers narrate: “what counts as an experience is neither 
self-evident nor straightforward; it is always contested, and always therefore political” (797).  
 This non-neutrality and the personal/political experience, in my point of view, could be 
seen as something positive, regarding that you are aware of your positions. Speaking specifically 
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of my research, the interplay of power and political agenda, on both sides of the equation, from 
the researcher side as well as from the subject side, has been a key factor of knowledge 
production. Following a similar argument, Linda Alcoff argues that neutrality of the theorizer 
can no longer be sustained (487). And Donna Haraway claims that there is no objectivity, only 
“situated knowledge” (188) where truth is always partial, subjective, and relational. This 
discussion about neutrality/partiality brings me to question how to produce trustworthy 
knowledge being personally involved with the object of my study. Marilia Tozoni-Reis offers a 
possible positive use of my personal involvement in the knowledge production, stating that the 
personal involvement of the researcher with the object of the study can benefit the data analysis. 
She claims that in qualitative research, more important than the description or explanation of a 
certain phenomenon, is a deep comprehension and an interpretation of meaning. She continues 
her argument and affirms that the researcher role could be enhanced by his/her personal 
involvement with the object of study: “the involvement could create concrete conditions for a 
better understanding of the social environment, opening new possibilities of interpretation and 
meaning making” (17). Nonetheless, feminist praxis emphasizes the importance of reflexivity in 
the practice of social science. Hesse-Biber draws on this concern adding that “feminist research 
practioners pay attention to reflexivity, a process whereby researchers recognize, examine, and 
understand how their social background, location, and assumptions affect their research practice. 
Practicing reflexivity also includes paying attention to the specific ways in which our own 
agendas affect the research at all points in the research process…” (17). Recognizing that my 
standpoint influences this research was the first step toward reflexivity. My previous 
involvement and experience with the matter of my investigation could have interfered in my 
capacity to analyze data with a “free spirit.” Either way, it can also enhance my capacity of 
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analyzing the phenomena, more than that of a researcher without any previous personal 
experience with the topic. As a working woman, with a successful career in the Brazilian market, 
I am myself the subject of the duality I want to explore. The juggling of career and personal life 
is part of my everyday life and I cannot omit or hide this part of my history. The productive use 
of this personal “asset” could contribute to the quality of my final findings.  
2.1 INTERVIEW POPULATION  
 In order to achieve the results I desired, I employed non-traditional in-depth interviews 
through the use of ZMET™ (a research methodology I will describe below). The main body of 
the research was based on 9 in-depth individual interviews with a particular segment of the 
Brazilian population: women, college students, from 20 to 22 years old. For the purposes of this 
study I concentrated my fieldwork in the city of Sao Paulo, the biggest city of Brazil and where 
most companies and universities have their headquarters and campuses. My sample considered 
women who are currently undergraduate students. 
 My interest in focusing on this age group, as I have already declared, is related to their 
particular life stage, where adulthood, work responsibilities, and family are potential projects in 
their lives. Most of them have not yet faced the duality “lean in” or “opt out;” however, given the 
cultural salience of discourses and dilemmas of work-life balance, they could have expectations 
or plans regarding this topic. My intention was to explore those expectations, feelings, thoughts, 
and perspectives related to their future ambitions.  
  Additionally, it is relevant to observe that I am aware of the challenges of studying 
expectations related to future behaviors because present responses cannot guarantee a 
commitment in the future. However, I am following the reasoning defended by Marianne A. 
Ferber and Lauren Young who also studied a population of undergraduate students in the United 
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States about their future plans to balance family and career: “We asked students about their 
attitudes and expectations not because they are likely to coincide entirely with their actual 
behavior, but rather because evidence from previous research suggests that attitudes do influence 
behavior over time” (134).  
 Within this group of women, more specifically I considered undergraduate students from 
of one of the following majors: Business Administration, Communication, Law, and 
Engineering. I selected these specific courses because, most of the time, students who opt for 
those areas tend to work as employees of companies. The phenomenon I want to study, the 
duality “lean in”/“opt out,” is more evident among people who choose to work in a third-party 
company than with self-employed ones. Additionally, as my focus is to analyze the reflections of 
women who potentially have the requirements to reach top positions during their future careers, I 
recruited students from the top 3 universities in each area, according to the ranking published by 
Folha de Sao Paulo, a well-know Brazilian newspaper of the country. Last, I included in the 
sample women from different races and sexual orientations, which allows me to have a wider 
understanding of the duality “lean in”/“opt out,” not limited to the population discussed by 
Sandberg, Stone, and most of the authors that discuss the work-life dilemma. The population I 
reached were not very complicated to locate and access. My first step to locate the participants 
was to visit these universities and talk to the administrative office of each department, explaining 
my research and objectives and asking for recommendations of potential participants. Another 
source of recruitment was through my personal network. I have not interviewed people from my 
direct personal relationship, but through the snowball sampling technique I have reached the 
population I needed to interview. I had control of my sample in order to balance different 
respondents’ profiles in terms of careers, race, and sexual orientations. A brief description of 
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each respondent in terms of major, race, class, and sexuality is given later in this chapter. Along 
the analysis, I replaced their actual names for pseudonyms in order to keep the confidentiality of 
their identities preserved.  
2.2 THE RESEARCH METHOD  
 During the interviews, I explored the respondents’ expectations related to their future in 
terms of career and personal life. During the exploration, I probed topics related to their present 
and future lives, exploring challenges, opportunities, and personal/professional ambitions. Also I 
tried to reconstruct their parents’ history in terms of career and personal lives. My intention was 
to analyze to what extent their future expectations are anchored in their parents’ experiences. 
 To conduct the interviews, I applied the ZMET™ method. ZMET™ stands for Zaltman 
Metaphor Elicitation Technique and is a patented research methodology (#5,436,830) that blends 
the strengths of multiple disciplines, such as psychology, linguistics, and neurobiology. ZMET™ 
was created by Dr. Gerald Zaltman, a Professor at Harvard University, whose book written with 
Lindsay Zaltan, Marketing Metaphoria describes the use of metaphors in qualitative research. 
Although ZMET™ originated as a technique for marketing research, its use has been applied to 
different areas of investigation in academia, such as Philosophy, Sociology, Public Opinion, and 
Political Studies.  
 Unlike traditional qualitative research methods such as focus groups or even regular in-
depth interviews, ZMET™ effectively uncovers deep-rooted thoughts and feelings that drive 
behavior. Gerald Zaltman and Lindsay Zaltman argue that thought is mostly an image 
construction, rather than word-based, and that 95% of thought resides at a subconscious level:  
ZMET™ is a specific interview approach developed because most of what people 
know, they do not know that they know – and what they say may not be what they 
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mean – since most thoughts and other important cognitive processes occur 
unconsciously. Consequently, people cannot readily articulate many important 
thoughts and feelings unless we go beyond the typical survey or focus group (xi). 
 As my research focused on people’s present constructions of their future possibilities for 
behavior, the use of metaphors as a way to access their most profound feelings brought powerful 
insights, as argued by Zaltman and Zaltman (37). They claim that metaphors can reveal cognitive 
processes beyond those shown in more literal language, bringing to the conscious level intentions 
and expectations (76). I am one of two ZMET™ exclusive certified researchers in Brazil, trained 
by Olson Zaltman Associates (www.olsonzaltman.com), who can use the method in the region. 
Each interview took about 120 minutes and was based on a semi-structured guideline (See 
Appendix, Interviewer’s Protocol). As part of the ZMET™ process, before the interview, 
respondents were asked to collect 4 to 6 images that express their thoughts and feelings about the 
central topic. In my research, I probed them to select pictures that express their thoughts and 
feelings about expectations for their careers and personal lives, imagining what their lives will be 
like, 10 to 15 years from now. The pictures constitute the raw material for the interview and they 
were the starting point of the conversation.  
2.3  THE ANALYSIS TRACK 
 Throughout the analysis process, detailed reading of each transcript identifies metaphors 
and the core thoughts and feelings people have, revealing the important associations among them 
in relation to my topic of interest. ZMET™ analysis consists of two steps: uncovering metaphors 
and consensus mapping. In the first, ZMET™ uses metaphors to uncover the deep meanings and 
emotional reactions that respondents have to a topic while the consensus mapping captures the 
network of concepts, ideas, and feelings associated with the research theme as perceived by 
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respondents. A consensus map graphically shows the connections between the most commonly 
elicited ideas, thoughts, and feelings that came up through metaphors.  
                A ZMET™ interview guide is semi-structured and utilizes two types of questions: 
laddering, which involves exploring the links between concepts, images, and ideas, and metaphor 
exploration, which involves exploring the meanings underlying the metaphors to uncover 
unconscious thoughts and feelings. As the stimulus for both laddering and metaphor exploration, 
I used the images spontaneously brought by respondents, related to their thoughts and feelings 
related to their expectations toward career and personal life.  
 My final analysis promoted two types of reading: one was the individual perspective and 
the other the cross-individual one. From the individual side, I was able to deeply understand how 
each of the subjects was constructing or deconstructing the duality “lean in”/“opt out,” tracing 
their unique point of view, from a certain specific standpoint. From the cross-individual 
perspective, I intended to gain an understanding of the phenomenon considering common 
expectations and ambitions, the ones that could be identified in the sample as a whole, despite 
their differences. As such, I analyzed both commonalities and differences among respondents.  
2.4 THE INTERVIEWEES: A BRIEF PRESENTATION 
 As planned, I concluded 9 interviews covering different profiles in terms of race and 
sexual orientation. All the interviews were conducted between December 19th of 2014 and 
February 4th of 2015, in the city of Sao Paulo, Brazil. Half of the interviews were done at the 
participant’s home and the other half in a research facility where I met with respondents in a 
quiet and private room. The conversations were audio-taped and later transcribed. Part of the 
transcripts I did myself, part were done by a third-party.  The length of the interviews varied 
from 75 minutes to 120 minutes.  
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 Before entering into the analysis of the interviews, I believe it is relevant to bring a quick 
background of each respondent. This brief introduction helps me contextualize the findings I will 
bring in the next chapters. The names I used below are pseudonyms.  
 Maria is a White heterosexual 21-year-old Law major undergraduate student at 
Mackenzie University. She lives with her parents and her older sister. Although her parents live 
together, Maria said that “they are not a couple anymore,” meaning that they are not officially 
divorced but do not live like “husband and wife” anymore. Both parents work. Her dream is to 
become a criminal detective after graduating, following the public service career. She feels 
attracted to “discover things behind the facts” and was highly inspired by the CSI American TV 
series, aired in cable television in Brazil. Also, the stability of the public service appeals to 
Maria. 
 Barbara is a 22-year-old Black heterosexual Business Administration undergraduate 
student at University of Sao Paulo. She lives with her parents and a younger brother. Her father 
works with logistics in a big company and her mother was a secretary but quit her job after 
Barbara was born and since then has been a full-time mom. Barbara used to study in a public 
school during her secondary school years and had to study hard to be accepted at University of 
Sao Paulo, one of the most competitive schools of the country. She joined a preparatory program 
during high school where she was awarded with a scholarship. She was accepted in her second 
attempt.  
 Martha is a 21-year-old White heterosexual Business Administration and Cosmetology 
undergraduate student in two different universities, PUC-SP (Pontifícia Universidade Católica de 
Sao Paulo) and Senac. She is the only child of a divorced couple who lives with her mother in a 
middle-class neighborhood of the city. She worked in the past as a receptionist in an urban spa 
  
42 
but quit because it was too demanding in terms of schedule: “I had to work even on Sundays.” 
She started Cosmetology first and then decided to enroll in Business Administration as a way to 
have her own business in the future.  
 Andrea is also a 21-year-old White heterosexual Engineering major undergraduate 
student at University of Sao Paulo. She studied for two years in order to be accepted at 
University of Sao Paulo. She was proud of studying hard and seeing her efforts rewarded. 
Andrea comes from a dual-working family and lives with her parents in a middle-class 
neighborhood near the university.  
 Isabel is a 22-year-old White heterosexual Law undergraduate student at Mackenzie 
University. She comes from a family of lawyers and most of them work in the public sector. She 
wants to follow her family tradition of being a diplomat. Isabel lives in an upper-class 
neighborhood in the suburbs of Sao Paulo along with her parents. Although they are both 
lawyers, only the father works outside home. Her mother quit her job after Isabel was born.  
 Carla is a 21-year-old White lesbian Communications undergraduate student at Faculdade 
Alcantara Alves Penteado – FAAP. She lives in a middle-upper class neighborhood with her 
grandmother and her sister. She works part-time editing films in a museum of the city. Her father 
is a business owner in the communication sector and her mother is a psychologist and a yoga 
teacher. They are divorced.  
 Rachel is a 22-year-old White heterosexual Architecture undergraduate student at 
Mackenzie University.  She lives with her parents and a sister in the same neighborhood as 
Isabel. Her mother is a school teacher and her father has his own business, a shop where he sells 
car parts. Rachel works part-time in a small engineering office. Although she likes it, she is 
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planning to look for another job, probably a bigger office where she can work on more 
“challenging” projects.  
 Lucia is a 21-year-old White lesbian Communication undergraduate student at Anhembi 
Morumbi University. Originally she is from a coastal city in the state of Sao Paulo and moved to 
Sao Paulo at the age of 14, aiming to have a better education. Her parents are divorced and she 
lives with her father and a sister in a middle-class neighborhood. She describes her parents’ 
history as hard, meaning that they had to work extra shifts to support the family, a destiny she 
wants to avoid in her life. 
 Nadia is a 20-year-old Black heterosexual Communication undergraduate student at 
PUC-SP (Pontifícia Universidade Católica de Sao Paulo). She lives with her grandmother (who 
raised her), her mother and her stepfather. She mentions that her father is in prison and she does 
not see him at all. She lives in a suburban area of Sao Paulo, a middle-lower class neighborhood. 
She is also a professional ballerina. She has a boyfriend who brought her for the interview and 
waited for her outside the room her while we talked.  
 Despite such specificities, considering the Brazilian social economic system of 
stratification of the population, I can affirm that all of them could be identified as members of the 
B1 and B2 classes. The Brazilian system of social economic classification distributes people in 6 
clusters based on ownership of certain objects (television, DVD player, car), housing 
characteristics (number of bathrooms, access to sewage treatment) and level of education of the 
main financial provider of the household. The 6 clusters are: A, B1, B2, C1, C2, DE, with DE the 
lowest level and A the highest. According to such criteria, all respondents of my research 
belonged to the upper-middle class, a segment that represents 33% of the population of Sao 
Paulo where fieldwork was conducted.  
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 Another commonality refers to the fact that they all, except one, still live with their 
families and in the same city where they were born. Distinctive from the pattern in the United 
States, where college students leave their parents’ home to live in the college campus, Brazilian 
college students keep living with their families in their hometown. According to Instituto de 
Pesquisa Econômica Aplicada, in Brazil, 61.7% of the population from 18 to 29 years old live 
with their parents. Sarah Silva Telles, a sociologist professor at Pontificia Universidade Catolica 
of Rio de Janeiro (PUC-Rio), explains that Brazilian families want to maintain the family united 
and kids’ departure from home is understood as a rejection of the parents. It prevails “a culture of 
protecting the family that is dominant in the Latin roots,” states Telles. 
3 THE JOURNEY TO HAPPINESS 
 Intrigued by Sandberg and Stone’s theories related to “lean in” and “opt out,” I delved 
into the investigation of what the possibilities are for the next generation of women leaders in 
Brazil. I looked at how they are preserving or rejecting the work/life duality and how they move 
between “lean in” and “opt out,” creating their own space or reproducing patterns of the current 
generation of executive women.  
 I entered into this investigation with the intention of exploring future expectations, even 
though I knew that their plans do not necessarily mean future behaviors. I wanted to understand 
how Brazilian college women were (or were not) organizing their present lives dictated by their 
future aspirations. Having Sandberg and Stone’s frameworks in mind, I tried to understand if 
their theses make sense to these young women, and if not, what respondents are anticipating for 
themselves. Without using Sandberg or Stone’s terms, I probed respondents with one central 
question: “This research is interested in learning how you think and feel about your future 
expectations related to your work and personal life, thinking of your life in 10/15 years from 
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now. What comes to mind when you think about your future life?” The instruction I sent to all 
respondents one week before the interview was that they should collect 4 to 6 pictures to express 
their thoughts and feelings about their future in terms of personal and professional lives. The 
conversation I had with them used the images as the starting point. The discussion and 
exploration of each image brought the content I am using to draw my analysis.  
 My original hunch of having the duality “lean in”/“opt out” as a relevant axis of my 
research continued to be valid as it appears to be a dimension present in the discourse brought by 
the women I talked to, whether accepted or rejected. However, respondents showed me a new 
possibility of thinking about their lives. It shows a direction less driven by actions, such as 
leaning in or opting out, and more driven by an affective motivation. I am using the term 
affective motivation related to affect theory, following Sara Ahmed’s conceptualization.  
 Turning away from the psychological perspective proffered by Brian Massumi, Sara 
Ahmed examines affect theory from a more sociological one. Grounded in the arenas of cultural 
and gender studies, Ahmed uses the affective approach to affirm that emotions are not 
psychological states, but social and cultural practices, instead (Cultural 9). She is less concerned 
about what emotions “are” and more concerned with what emotions “do.” The etymology of the 
word “emotion” reinforces this idea of interpreting emotions as a “moving” state. Emotion 
comes from the Latin word emovere, meaning to move, to move out. Attention to emotions, for 
Ahmed, allows us to explore the question of how subjects become invested in particular 
structures, why they follow certain paths and avoid others, or in her words, the “doing of 
emotions” defines a specific subject orientation (Cultural 18). 
 The conception of affect brought by Ahmed resonates strongly with what I heard from 
respondents during the interviews. Through Brazilian college women’s narratives related to 
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expectations they have for their future in terms of personal and professional lives or discussing 
whether they want to “lean in” or “opt out,” it became clear that they were not focusing their 
attention on this polarity. Rather, they were invested in driving their lives toward a more fluid 
feeling, an emotional state they want to reach in the future. As such, the discussion about “lean 
in”/“opt out” resides less in seeing such polarities as end goals of young women’s lives and more 
like conditions they adhere to or avoid in the search for a certain affective state, the “happy” 
state, as I will argue in this analysis.  
3.1 WHY HAPPINESS? 
 What I learned from the respondents’ narratives about their future lives is that the 
affective state of “happiness” represents the conducting line that drives present and future actions 
and behaviors. Happiness is as such the promise, the “golden pot,” the end goal, the emotional 
state Brazilian college women search for. Ahmed refers to happiness as involving a specific kind 
of intentionality, as “end-oriented”: “If happiness is the end of all ends, then other things 
(including other goods) become means to happiness” (Promise 26). To think about their future 
lives, either accepting or negating the duality “lean in”/“opt out,” is to follow what I am calling 
the “journey to happiness.” It means to define certain actions and goals in the name of a promise 
that is still to come: “to pin hopes on the future is to imagine happiness as what lies ahead of us” 
(Promise 160). It is under such a “promise of happiness” that choices are made, priorities are 
established and decisions related to “lean in”/“opt out” are built.  
 This means that my analysis made me shift from the original focus of seeing “lean 
in”/“opt out” as potential end-goals to understand how this duality fits their “bigger” project, the 
one I am calling the “journey to happiness.” Having this reasoning in mind, I shift my focus from 
  
47 
the duality “lean in”/“opt out” to a discussion about an affective journey to happiness that guides 
decisions and actions related to personal and professional lives.  
3.2 THE JOURNEY TO HAPPINESS  
 One of the outputs of my analysis is the consensus map (Figure 1), a format of analysis I 
described earlier in chapter 2. It organizes the main ideas related to the expectations they have 
towards their personal and professional lives.  
 
  
    Figure 1: Final consensus map 
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 In other words, the consensus map reveals the elements that comprise their orientation to 
the journey Brazilian college women plan to take in order to fulfill the promise of happiness, 
since this affective state is positioned as the result of all the other “steps” they envision. Family, 
work, financial independence, pleasure, freedom, in this conception, are all perceived as 
elements that pave the way to happiness.  
 Returning to Ahmed, she discusses how objects become embedded with meanings, with 
the potential to become “happy objects” (Promise 21). It means that some objects –physical or 
not – become instruments of happiness. As such, directing ourselves towards to them, we are 
aiming to fulfill the promise of happiness that is presumed to follow these objects. If I consider 
each of the “steps” in the consensus map as potential “happy objects” for Brazilian college 
women, such elements determine the paths young women have to follow in order to be happy.  
 Hence, happiness involves intentionality where things acquire value or can be assumed as 
“happy objects,” insofar as they point towards happiness. Thus, the journey to happiness that 
these young women reveal to me directs them toward certain objects as if they were necessary 
ingredients for a happy life. If I take, for example, the desire young women have to own a car, to 
travel around the world, or the more intangible concept of freedom, they all represent “happy 
objects.” The proximity or attachment to such objects is interpreted as a necessary condition for 
achieving happiness. And through this process of being close to “happy objects,” the young 
women I talked to guide their lives in certain directions rather than others. This point also brings 
me back to Maniero and Sullivan’s kaleidoscope metaphor, discussed in chapter 1. Brazilian 
college women shift patterns, as kaleidoscopes, adjusting aspects of their lives in order to gain 
proximity to happy objects.  
 Another central concept that defines the journey to happiness is how it constitutes 
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individualities and personal subjectivities. Through individual choices, each respondent creates 
her own journey to happiness, prioritizing some objects and decisions over others. The decisions 
are based on individual preferences, opportunities, and personal history. It means that while they 
are making these choices, these choices (and what motivates them) are also “making them,” 
constructing their subjectivities. Following Catherine Rottenberg’s words, “only certain choices 
can bring women in closer proximity to well being” (12), meaning that the young women I 
talked to define a journey based on the potential end benefit of happiness. Hence, the individual 
journey they choose to take is based on a particular calculus, in which Brazilian college women 
weigh the impact of each decision, resulting in a “happiness equation.” Adherence or not to a 
certain action or behavior is, therefore, evaluated under the premise of this cost-benefit calculus: 
“How much happiness is this action going to bring to my life?” Or, as Ahmed would say, how 
much will the proximity to such an object make one closer to a desired state of happiness? 
 With the purpose of identifying the “journey to happiness,” from each transcript, I 
developed its individual map representing all the connections and ideas brought by a certain 
respondent. After having the 9 maps prepared, I looked for commonalities and particularities 
among them. From the analysis process, I observed that commonalities were predominant over 
differences. Despite some peculiarities observed, through the map similarities I could find a 
common path, one that represents a shared goal towards expectations related to personal and 
professional life in the future. These commonalities reveal options that are valued equally by 
almost all the young women I talked to.  
 From this point on, I will dedicate my analysis to presenting the common path that I refer 
to as the “journey of happiness,” meaning the options they plan to take to fulfill the promise of 
happiness. I highlight four concepts that characterize this shared journey: work as means; family 
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ambiguity; work-family balance; and freedom. In focusing on the common path, I am 
downplaying individual differences that may exist. However, when such particularities seem to 
be relevant, I will point them out during the analysis of the common path.  
3.2.1 Work as Means 
 There is no doubt that work plays a significant role in Brazilian college women’s 
“journey to happiness.” Of the nine young women I talked to, five of them picked an image 
associated with work to start our conversation. Additionally, none of them considers a “happy” 
future without the presence of work in their lives. Some of the Brazilian college women may be 
unsure about getting married or having a child but all of them were sure about the desire to 
pursue a professional life.  
 The position where the word “work” is in the consensus map also reveals a lot about its 
importance to them. Its central location and the multiple links associated to it indicate how 
pivotal work is for their “journey of happiness.” Work is, according to Brazilian young women, 
what will take them closer to their ideals. Having a car, a house, the ability to travel the world, 
financial independence, stability, freedom, personal growth and, the maximum goal of happiness, 
are all connected to work. If work does not exist, then the circuit is broken and the whole 
“journey” fails.  
 In such a construction, work is instrumentalized as what gives them the means to own 
tangible and intangible things, from a car to freedom. In other words, the institution of work 
provides Brazilian college women with the means to “possess” happiness – “I can afford ‘happy 
objects’ if I am financially independent.” The possession of “happy objects,” as Ahmed claims, 
although not exclusively associated with material things, relates for respondents in a first 
moment to goods one can buy as a consumer. Barbara is emphatic in her statement when she 
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defines why work is important to her life, attributing to it her capacity to become a powerful 
consumer of goods: “If I want to buy things that I want, if I want to travel to wherever I want, to 
live wherever I want, I see work like a water divider, doing my things without asking anybody, 
being able to buy everything I want.” After she said that, I asked her what she meant by “water 
divider” and she told me that work divides her existence between being or not being an 
independent citizen. It means that through work she feels closer to the possibility of choice, the 
ability to decide what she wants without asking permission to do so. Going further, she also 
implies that to be a consumer is to be a citizen, meaning that the possibility of citizenship is 
dependent on consumer power.  
 Barbara’s statement reveals that Brazilian college women are navigating the domain of 
consumer culture, meaning that work turns them, primarily, into consumers who can afford 
“happy objects.” Paul du Gay establishes a relationship between the construction of subjectivity 
and identity at work with consumer culture. According to him, as consumers, people are 
encouraged to shape their lives by the use of their purchasing power and to make sense of their 
existence based on choices they make in the market. Within such a consumer frame, individuals 
act to maximize their quality of life. In other words, “to optimize the worth of their existence to 
themselves by assembling a lifestyle, or lifestyles, through personalized acts of choice in the 
market place” (Gay 77). Based on Gay’s thinking, work is what allows these young women the 
conditions to choose (and purchase) the lifestyle associated with a happy life, according to their 
terms. J.K. Gibson-Graham also acknowledges that in a “post-capitalist society” we have to 
accept that the economy establishes the bottom line for action and it makes us perform in certain 
ways. Gibson-Graham goes further, arguing that the meaning of life is anchored to a capitalist 
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identity (56). In the same way, Ahmed traces a parallel between money and happiness when she 
discusses the concept of affective economy:  
Happiness becomes a way of maximizing your potential of getting what you 
want…Unsurprisingly, positive psychology often uses economic language to 
describe happiness as a good…Happiness gets you more in the bank; happiness 
depends on other forms of capital (background, personality, networks) as well as 
acquiring or accumulating capital for the individual subject. (Promise 10)  
 What Gay, Gibson-Graham and Ahmed are claiming resonates with what I found in my 
interviews. Brazilian college women see their work as a mandatory action they must fulfill if 
they aim to have the means to afford a “happy” life. Andrea helps me understand how work 
plays a crucial role in her journey to happiness: “I want to have money so I can travel, I love to 
go to the beach, if I work I can have a comfortable place to live in, I can eat well. Sorry, but this 
is the truth, we end up paying attention to material things we can buy.” It is interesting that 
Andrea excuses herself for admitting her will to buy what could be considered by me, according 
to her judgment, as “futile” items. She was ashamed to reveal the motivation behind her decision 
to work.  
 Moreover, work also plays a different role, as providing means to achieve more 
intangible “goods.” Here, Brazilian college women were not considering work as a means to buy 
things, rather as means to achieve a certain lifestyle. In the construction of the adult identity they 
want to build, work gives them the financial means to make it possible. Despite the different 
allocations of money, work continues to be associated with its economic output, being it the 
vehicle to buy goods or to achieve a lifestyle or a certain state of mind. Isabel put emphasis on 
the economic output of her work and connects it with a lifestyle she wants to pursue: “I want to 
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work and have money to maintain the comfort I have today at my parents’ house. I want to have 
a good house, I want to afford a good car, I want to have the chance to give myself the pleasure 
of some luxuries, the possibility to travel to a certain place…”  
 So, what is the lifestyle or state of mind they want to achieve? Despite some differences, 
pleasure, mobility, and comfort are common denominators of their fantasies for the future. 
Andrea explains the predominance of pleasure in her life choices: “I do not want to work in 
something that does not give me pleasure. For the pleasure of working in an activity I like but 
mostly for the possibility of living a good life.” “Lean in” and “opt out,” by the same token, are 
also analyzed through the lens of pleasure, mobility and comfort, employing what I am referring 
to as an “accounting for pleasure” involved in each decision they make. This brings them the 
following questions: How much pleasure can I get from “leaning in?” Or “how much pleasure 
can I get from “opting out?” This accounting logic is circumscribed in the same economic lens of 
“how much,” repeating the pattern they use to evaluate their work. “Lean in” and “opt out,” as 
well as work, are valued according to the amount of money and pleasure they can provide to 
them. When I asked Maria what her ideal job was, she said without hesitation: “It is work that 
allows me to define my schedule, one that gives me pleasure and that pays me well.” Maria, like 
most of the young women I talked to, is not willing to make trade-offs if what is at stake is the 
possibility of diminishing the quantum of pleasure. Anything that compromises pleasure and/or 
the capacity to promote pleasure is discarded. This is the case for Barbara, who uses the number 
of hours as the calculus for establishing limits. If such limits are not followed, she refuses the 
trade-off: “I want to work as an executive since my office hours are respected, from 9 to 6. More 
than that, I am out.” Going one step further, what Brazilian college women are saying is that 
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everything that blocks their way to the promise of happiness will be refuted. Hence, “lean in” 
and “opt out” are understood in these terms and, consequently, rejected.  
 Following this reasoning of work as a means to access pleasure, these Brazilian college 
women define certain work boundaries that cannot be broken. I will call such boundaries as work 
“must-have features,” things that reflect their aspirations toward work. The most mentioned 
“must-have feature” is work flexibility, meaning the possibility of being in control of their time. 
Everything that prevents them from having such a state of mobility encounters resistance from 
them. Flexibility at work means defining their priorities without having to be submissive to a 
controlling work environment. The choice of a profession that allows such flexibility is highly 
important to them. Rachel told me that one of the reasons she chose architecture was related to 
the perceived sense of freedom associated with such career: “The lifestyle of an architect is what 
I want for me. I will have lots of things to do but I will be able to do them and, at the same time, 
have freedom to do the things I want to do.” Martha started cosmetology in college and later 
decided to start a new career in business administration. She told me about a “terrible” 
experience she had working as a receptionist in an urban spa: “I worked too much, every day, 
even on Sundays.” The motivation to start a career in business administration reveals her desire 
to “be the owner of my own nose,” a Brazilian expression to indicate the desire to decide the 
destiny of your life. There was no pleasure in working long hours including Sundays, but Martha 
sees lots of pleasure in “being the owner of her own nose,” meaning that she would be closer to 
her aspiration of flexibility. Although as an architect or as a business owner they will probably 
have very demanding agendas, the assumption is that such choices are free of stress, allowing 
them to have the type of life they urge for.  
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 Not coincidentally, three young women brought an image of a car to represent what they 
want in their future lives. More than a good that they will be able to afford with their work, the 
car symbolizes the desire for mobility, status, and autonomy, the fantasy of going wherever they 
want, choosing their destiny. Therefore, a car can be understood in terms of the “quantum” of 
happiness it potentially provides. Maria helped me understand the direct relation between her 
desire to have a car and the happiness associated with it: “When I have money, one of the first 
things I will buy is a car. I want to go wherever I go without asking other people, I can choose. I 
will be a very happy person.” Isabel also associates the desire to have a car with a life free of 
restrictions: “when I have my car, nobody will drive my life anymore.” They want to drive their 
lives and not to have a job that drives them.  
 Moreover, work assumes another connotation for some of the Brazilian college women I 
interviewed who trace a path different from most of other respondents. For Nadia, Andrea and 
Carla, work was identified as a means to achieve a higher social purpose. Therefore, they were 
considering work not only as means to acquire goods or as a vehicle to the good life but also as 
means to participate in the transformation of society. Work assumes a political perspective as it 
gives the instruments for them to fight for the change they want to see in Brazilian society. 
Nadia, for example, plans to be a journalist and work for a public TV channel (TV Cultura) or for 
a political magazine (Carta Capital). Her decision is based less on the financial output of her 
work and more on the ideological affinity she has with these two media in particular. In her own 
terms, Nadia states: “I see my work as a personal achievement, not for the money that I will get 
from it, not for what people will think of me, but for my ideals, to change something with my 
work. To work in something I believe.” After that, Nadia explains to me that she identifies 
herself with the left party in Brazil, fighting for social justice and equal opportunities in terms of 
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gender, class, and race. As an Afro-Brazilian woman, she sees that this represents a 
responsibility she has to assume if she wants a better place for her children to live in.  Thus, 
work represents for her an opportunity to follow her ideals.  
 The central role work has in these Brazilian college women’s lives could lead them to the 
impression that they would accept all kinds of work as long as it provides them the assurance of 
money to buy what they wish for. But this is not the case. On the contrary, Brazilian college 
women put limits on the type of work they would like to have. Work cannot come at any cost. 
Despite its pivotal relevance to give them the power to consume what they want and to 
understand themselves as independent women, at the same time, work can be seen as a disruptive 
institution, if certain conditions are not guaranteed. In this context, “lean in,” understood as a 
dedication to work that prevents them from reaching pleasure, is discarded. As such, Sandberg’s 
proposition to “lean in” does not motivate them. They are not afraid of assuming responsibilities 
because they think they will not be competent enough or lack the confidence to assume such a 
position. They simply reject “lean in” because it conflicts with other priorities they have 
established for their lives. When Sheryl Sandberg reveals in her book, “I missed dinner after 
dinner with my kids” (133), her words do not resonate with these Brazilian college women. If 
“lean in” translates to a renunciation of the “good life,” it has no space on their future agenda. 
“Lean in,” as defended by Sandberg, interrupts the journey to happiness, according to the women 
I talked to. Maria does not hesitate to say:  
In the moment that my work makes me feel overloaded and this impacts other 
spheres of my life, whether it my personal relationship or something with myself, 
I do not want it anymore. I want to go up to a certain point that does not 
compromise the life I want to have.  
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What Maria is arguing is that if “lean in” conflicts and threatens the “good life,” it has no space 
in her life, and pleasure will prevail.  
 The same reasoning is valid for the negative impression they showed towards “opt out,” 
considered also an interruption of the possibility to have access to the good life. If they “opt out,” 
they lose the means to adopt the lifestyle they wish to have. They anticipate some difficulties to 
manage work after motherhood and “opting out” appears as a threat they want to avoid at all 
costs. Quitting work is their last option, as Andrea highlights: “I would only quit work and stay 
at home with my kids if I had no other option.” Sometimes they think of trade-offs they will have 
to face in order to keep their work, some of them considering the possibility of changing the 
work scheme in order to reduce the work rhythm. This is the case of Lucia, who considers an 
academic career after having a child: “When I have a child, I think I will follow an academic 
career, to have the chance to stay longer at home.” 
 If their plans will or will not be materialized in the future is unknowable. However, I am 
sure that work is quite determining for their “journey to happiness,” meaning that its absence 
represents a disruption of the idealized trajectory they have been dreaming of.  
3.2.2 Family Ambiguity 
 If work is pivotal to the journey of happiness of Brazilian college women, in the same 
measure, so is the family. All respondents chose at least one image to represent their ambition to 
have a family: traditional families, families of non-dominant groups, or families of pets (cats and 
dogs). Despite its multiple forms, the concept of family is intrinsically associated with 
motherhood. For them, to have a family equals having children. In that fashion, along with the 
idea of family, comes a myriad of positive feelings like pleasure, love, wholeness, and 
satisfaction. In the words of Maria, family “is a type of happiness that one cannot explain, a 
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strong feeling that moves us, inside our bodies.” Rachel and Lucia’s collages (Figure 2 and 
Figure 3), showing different family constructions, from dominant and non-dominant groups, 
illustrate how central family is in their imaginings of their future lives. Lucia also includes a 
family of dogs and Rachel remembers the biological aspect attached to motherhood, selecting a 
picture of a pregnant woman in which the she is celebrated for its capacity of reproduction.  
  
    
Figure 2: Rachel's collage emphasizes the role of the family 
              
Figure 3: Lucia's collage shows a lesbian family and a dog's family 
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 However, family and motherhood in particular are not limited to happy and enjoyable 
moments, according to these respondents. Simultaneously, family also comes linked to some 
negative emotions, basically the fear of not being able to accommodate family with their other 
demands, such as work. Fear assumes multiple forms when they think about their future lives: 
fear of not being close enough to the children; fear of not being a “good” mother; fear of 
dedicating less time than is “necessary” for a child to grow healthy; fear of not having “me-
time”; fear of losing control of their lives; fear of losing their freedom to move as they wish. 
What they anticipate shows an identity conflict: the motherhood identity collides with the 
professional identity. Even knowing that such reality is not happening now, fear makes them 
anticipate potential conflicts, living in the present a future possibility. They fear the unknown, 
the potential threat that surrounds them in the future. The uncertainty of the future elevates the 
feeling of fear; the more we don’t know, the more the world becomes fearsome (Ahmed, 
Promise 69). 
 Curiously, fear is never associated with their career. They are very secure about their 
skills to “win” in the professional arena, as Carla affirms: “I know I have potential to be 
successful in my profession.” Hence, they have no doubt that they are going to meet the 
expectations of a good worker, whether expectations of their own or of other people. 
Nevertheless, fear and uncertainty grow when they think about how to juggle work and family, 
keeping alive the “journey of happiness.” Here, the fear represents their potential inability to live 
up to the expectations of the “good mother.” At this point, Brazilian college women are fighting 
against the “ideology of intensive mothering,” as Stone puts it, that advises mothers to expend a 
tremendous amount of time, energy, and money raising their children (42). The “New Momism,” 
as described in chapter 1, defines a set of ideals, practices and norms that crystalizes standards of 
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perfection associated with motherhood. If those “rules” are not followed, the “good mother” fails 
in fulfilling the expectations and guilt gains a place: “I see many executive mothers who have no 
time for their kids, they are always with the nanny. I would feel very guilty if I could not be 
present,” anticipates Martha.  
 Despite all these fears, as stated earlier, all of them are planning to have a family and a 
career. In the present, “opt out” is not an option considered by them for their future. It turns out 
to be only necessary in the “worst-case scenario,” as Martha argues, “to have a child is not an 
excuse to quit working.” However, the imperative discourses of the “good mother” and the 
determination to keep a career push them to find “solutions” to excel in both arenas: family and 
work. In that way, Brazilian college women construct potential strategies to keep a “happy 
family” while pursuing a career. Using Ahmed’s reasoning, the adjustments Brazilian college 
women are planning respond to the fulfillment of the promise of happiness: “The happy family is 
both a myth of happiness, of where and how happiness takes place, and a powerful legislative 
device, a way of distributing time, energy, and resources” (Ahmed, Promise 45). As a 
“legislative device,” a family demands new rules in order to keep happiness intact, both the 
mother’s and her family’s. In what follows, I will bring some of the adjustments they are 
planning to put in practice when the moment comes. 
 One of the first movements these Brazilian college women envision to juggle work and 
family has already been put in practice. Choosing a career that gives them mobility is key for a 
successful balance between work and family. A flexible schedule, as stated earlier, is what gives 
them the possibility of being in many places, keeping satisfactory “quality-time” with each side, 
work and family. If they do not have this alternative, some of the young women I talked to said 
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they would slow the pace of work in order to be more available for the kids, at least when they 
are under a certain age that needs intensive “mothering,” as they argue. This is the case of Maria:  
I will keep working after having a baby. I guess I will reduce the rhythm until my 
kids are 3 years old and after I will put the child in a pre-school. These are the 
most important years for a child. If we leave them alone, without the mother, 
things will not work out well… 
 Moreover, the fear of having the child raised by the babá, the Portuguese word for baby-
sitter, is very strong among Brazilian college women, as Maria states: “I do not want to have my 
children educated by the babá. I want to have a profession that gives me the possibility of 
educating my child.” For the same reason, some of them consider limiting their career ambitions 
in order to have more time for the family. In such an assumption, they are saying that higher 
positions will demand a higher dedication to work that turns out to be incompatible with 
motherhood. “I do not need to be an ambassador of Brazil, maybe I can be a counselor, that is 
also a high-level position but with less demands,” suggests Isabel as a solution to keep both 
worlds.   
 Timing is also considered as a crucial factor for the family not to be harmed by women’s 
work, and vice-versa. It shows a timing-calculus in which maternity is postponed for a moment 
until the career has already been established. The reasoning behind it is that when the family 
comes, they will have already done the “hardest” part of ascending in the profession they chose, 
meaning they will have more time to dedicate to their families. Thus, first work hard, then 
family, and then work and family, as far as work assumes a slower pace in this third phase, at 
least, temporarily.  
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 Hence, the “lean in” requirements of a full dedication to work do not echo with Brazilian 
family women. Its premises, based on long work hours, a 24/7 mentality, and less time for the 
family, do not appeal to them at all. Despite the ambiguity related to family, in the battle against 
work, the family wins. This does not mean that they will “opt out” either. The other pole of the 
duality “lean in”/“opt out” does not attract them either. Only one woman I talked to considered 
the possibility of “opt out.” However, she was emphatic that this was only a temporarily decision 
if no other choices were available, such as a baby sitter or a pre-school.  
 In addition, curiously only two of them considered “opt out” as a possibility for the father 
to adopt. If one has to quit work, the assumption of most of them was that the mother would be 
the one. It means that the internalized notion of “mothering” as a primary responsibility of 
mothers, as discussed in chapter 1, still prevails among Brazilian college women. Despite that, 
they say that the ideal partner is someone who “will be by my side, taking care of the house with 
me, helping with the kids, and sharing the expenses,” as Andrea wishes. Thus, a helping father 
does not translate to the possibility of the mother abdicating the role of having the main 
responsibility for the child. This is a “place” that still belongs to the mother, as they put it. “Opt 
out,” in that frame, is mostly a term related to mothers and rarely associated with the father.  
3.2.3 Work-life Balance 
 Although they may have different conceptions of family as well as particular expectations 
related to work, all respondents mentioned that family and work are equally central elements of 
their lives. Not coincidentally, many of the associations in the consensus map derive from these 
two pillars. Also, the images they selected to create their “collage” represented both worlds as 
central to the “journey to happiness.” Their construction of the idealized future self relies on the 
co-existence of both identities: the work identity and the family identity. The statement of 
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Andrea makes clear her desire to be good in both spheres of her life in order to have a fulfilled 
life: “I hope to have this combination of work and family. I hope that my professional life will be 
as good as my personal life. This will make my life complete.” The same determination to be 
good in both arenas is what moves Rachel in her search for a future balanced life: “I want to 
reach a certain level in both sides, I do not want to be a ‘half-mom’ nor do I want to be a ‘half-
professional.’ I want to excel in both.” Isabel brings an additional lens to defend balance, stating 
that each side works as a reinforcement of the other: “The world is more for a person who works. 
It helps a lot to be a better mom if you work outside home. And also, maternity teaches lessons 
that are helpful to one’s work. It is a win-win situation.” 
 Moreover, the Brazilian college women want, not only to pursue family and work, 
preserving both identities, but also to create a perfect balance between them. Returning to the 
consensus map, the specific position of the element “balance” in the map indicates its pivotal 
relevance to their lives, being in-between work and family. Through work-family balance they 
believe they will reach a “happy” life, being dedicated to two relevant spheres of their lives. 
Rachel exemplifies the importance of having both identities by an image of a car loaded with 
toys and work papers. She explained that the toys represented her family and the papers her 
work: “This is how I see my life in the future, juggling work and family, in a balanced way.”  
 Also, when I asked Maria to think about an object that represents balance she came up 
with the idea of an old scale and said: 
I believe an old scale, the symbol of justice, could illustrate my vision of balance. 
Each side represents a part of my life, being one my professional life and the other 
my personal life, both having the same weight. If my professional life demands 
much of me, I will lose balance. Or if I have a family issue, it also makes it 
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unbalanced. It can’t happen. We have to live for many things. One cannot put the 
weight on one side only. One must distribute one’s life better. 
Balance, I can assume, is a “magical” word for them, an idea that makes their “journey to 
happiness” appear stable. I am referring to balance as a “magical” word because it carries the 
potential of positive transformation, turning their lives into a pleasant experience.  
 However, considering that balance is not a stable state, they acknowledge it needs 
continuous monitoring. It means that the goal of crafting and maintaining a felicitous equilibrium 
requires that these young women keep a constant calculation, managing their actions very 
carefully. Any “wrong” decision may alter the desired balance and interrupt the “journey to 
happiness.” According to this reasoning, the fault for an unbalanced life is all about “bad” 
decisions and not related to unexpected life events or circumstances. During the interviews they 
pointed out multiple examples of potential situations that could compromise the idealized 
balance. The “unbalanced” state could come from the excess of work or from an exclusive focus 
on the private sphere. Nadia is alert to the risk of working too much as a way of losing the 
idealized balance and considered this possibility only for a limited time in her life: “I do not want 
to work like a ‘crazy’ person. I do not like the idea of working without limits. More than 8 hours 
a day makes balance a difficult goal to be achieved. Maybe only in the beginning, to gain my 
space.” Maria agrees with Nadia, saying that “the person who works too much does not have a 
plan in mind, things went out of control.” By the same token, the possibility of being a full-time 
mom is seen as limited and not rewarding enough. Isabel anticipates a frustration if she considers 
her future life exclusively dedicated to the family: “You end up being frustrated, your life 
focusing only on the home, you become alienated. The mothers who I know, including my mom, 
that opt out from the paid work, all are feeling down by their decisions to opt-out.” 
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 The loss of control, being drained by work or family, is the main challenge to the 
idealized balance, and the constant monitoring is their strategy to preserve it. Following this 
reasoning, “lean in” and “opt out” represent threats to the harmonic life they wish for. “Lean in” 
and “opt out” are seen as actions that denote that things went out of control, away from the 
original plan of balance. What Brazilian college women revealed is that balance does not reside 
in “lean in” or “opt out” and happiness is not there in-between the duality. Nadia clearly 
illustrates such an in-betweeness state: “I do not think a woman can focus solely on work or 
solely on her family. I believe that my goal is to have a little of each world.” I emphasized the 
word “a little” in order to highlight the meaning she wanted to express behind it. What Nadia 
reveals is her goal of keeping things in control, with no excesses in any of the poles, whether 
“lean in” or “opt out.”  
 However, when they imagine a future in which family-work balance is a reality, the 
feeling of accomplishment gives them a sense of success. In other words, a successful happy 
person, according to their vision, is someone who can keep a healthy equilibrium between these 
two dimensions. Some of the young women I talked to used their mothers (and rarely the fathers) 
as role models in terms of achieving balance, either wanting to follow their mothers’ actions or 
trying to find an alternative path. The central element of the “judgment” of their mothers’ lives 
relies on how well they managed to balance their work while also being an active presence at 
home. “Even though she worked outside home, my mother was always present, had lunch with 
me sometimes, picked me up at school…” remembers Martha, whose mother worked as a 
fashion stylist in a clothing industry. Martha wants to take her mother’s journey in order to reach 
balance while Lucia has different plans compared to her mother: “My mom got pregnant when 
she was 17 years old, she did not plan anything, did not conquer many things, material things. I 
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want to follow a different path and in the future achieve a state of peace with a more balanced 
life in terms of work and family.”  
 In order to reach balance, these Brazilian college women are considering some future 
strategies, as an initial draft for their future actions, as already said. Finding the “ideal” partner is 
also part of their plans for a balanced life. The idealized person they want to have by their side, 
being a he or a she, is someone who shares responsibilities with them, helping with the 
housework, the home budget, and child rearing. From the search of the “ideal” partner to 
postponing motherhood, the common pattern in all the strategies they anticipate relates to a 
calculus of time, a mathematic equation to reach balance that considers the multiple variables 
that could interfere with the final result. What they wish for is to end the equation with a 
“positive” sum, meaning to reach a balanced life not trapped by “lean in” or “opt out.” Once 
again, what is in play is an “accounting” logic that defines choices and priorities. In order to turn 
this equation results in a “positive” result, they are aware of the multiple obstacles they will have 
to face. When Maria put together all the images she brought for the interview, I asked her for a 
title that summarized her thoughts about her future life. “Challenge,” she whispered showing a 
mixed expression of hope and fear.  
 Hence, I can assume that balance, as well as family and work, could be also considered a 
“happy object,” a state of mind that put Brazilian college women seeking proximity to their 
“happiness project.” As such, the hope of achieving balance, the desired “happy object,” is the 
future orientation that drives their intentions today: “hope is a feeling that is present (a pleasure 
in the mind) but is directed toward an object that is not yet in the present…you estimate that 
something would or will be delightful…(Ahmed, Promise 181). As such, the hope of balance 
orients their decisions in the present, aiming to reach happiness in the future. It is the promise of 
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balance that drives them, hidden in the hope of a controlled and stable life: “hope anticipates a 
happiness to come” (Ahmed, Promise 181).  
 The achievement of balance denotes, for Brazilian college women, a sense of 
accomplishment. The feeling of victory permeates their discourses, which are mixed with pride 
and happiness, as Martha illustrates well: “A very intense sensation that I am capable, I feel 
happy, I feel accomplished. I reached what I wanted, mission accomplished.” Maria describes 
the same intensity of feelings when she says: “A balanced life brings me a sense of 
completeness, I do not need anything else, I reached all my dreams, my purposes in life, 
everything I wanted to have.”  
 Such a state of happiness represents a reward for their hard work, a recognition that is not 
only a personal evaluation of themselves; rather, it involves the recognition of others. It means 
that society’s approval is also at stake here; reaching a balance attends to other’s people demands 
and pressures as well. This is the case of Barbara, who sees the achievement of balance as a 
counterpart to her family’s aspirations for her: “My family expects me to work and have a 
family, to succeed in both areas. If I can get that, I feel joy to have other’s people recognition. I 
worked hard and they notice it.” Barbara’s collage synthetizes her aspirations of balance. She 
asked me to put her images in a sequence that she plans to follow, adding arrows to indicate the 
movement from one stage to another, as shown in Figure 4. In the case of Rachel, achieving 
balance was more than that. In her case, it meant proving that she was also capable of juggling 
career and family, as many other women have done, including her mother: “Many women 
manage to keep a career and raise children at the same time, my mother did it, I also can! I may 
end up tired but this not going to stop me in pursuing my goals the way I want.”   
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  Figure 4: Barbara's collage shows the steps of her idealized life journey 
   
 Whatever the feelings those Brazilian college women have associated with achievement 
of the idealized state of work-family balance, that is the opposite of being fixed in one of the 
poles, either “lean in” or “opt out.” I could identify a common battle cry that I could summarize 
as a feeling of “Yes, I can!” 
3.2.4 The “No Air” Fear 
 Along with work, family, and mainly balance, freedom also assumes a significant role in 
their “journey to happiness.” Probably freedom was one of the words most cited during the 
interviews, in different contexts and with particular meanings. Not coincidentally, it assumes a 
key position in the consensus map. Although the position of a certain theme in the map, in the 
upper or lower part, does not reflect its importance, the elements and themes connected to 
freedom matter to illustrate its high value among these young women. The consensus map 
(Figure 1) shows freedom linked to four other themes: travel, making my own choices, 
accomplishment, and happiness. This positioning implies that freedom is a result and/or a vehicle 
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for the achievement of these other themes. It indicates that, for example, when these Brazilian 
college women exercise their choices, the act of choosing leads them to a sense of freedom. The 
same can be said in relation to the feeling of accomplishment. When they have it, these Brazilian 
college women simultaneously acquire a state of freedom emanating from the “Yes, I can” state. 
Most important for them is that freedom goes directly to happiness. I can infer that freedom is a 
condition to be happy and as such freedom is a “happy object” too, as Ahmed could put it.  
 Moreover, freedom was expressed in a myriad of ways, through metaphors, objects, 
images, and drawings, showing the relevance of freedom in their future lives. In common, such 
expressions reveal one of two possibilities. In some cases, they were representations of a free 
life, as they would like their lives to be. In other cases, they represented the absence of freedom, 
the threat of having negated the pleasures of a free life.  
 Martha described her ideal life, thinking of both work and personal lives, through a 
drawing that I reproduce in Figure 5: 
 
                  
Figure 5: Martha's drawing for freedom - with (right) and without (left) 
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When I asked her the meaning of the two figures, she said: 
I think of my future life in two ways, one that I plan to have and one that I would 
avoid at all costs. The square represents what I do not want. It is a closed format, 
no space for creativity, no escapes, and it implies limitations. I feel despair, no air, 
and unhappiness. However, the other format is flexible, it allows changes, 
improvising, it is lighter, more dynamic. This abstract form with no boundaries 
transmits to me the possibility of change, the freedom I wish for. I have more air 
to breathe. 
Not coincidentally, when I probed Martha for a title for the collage she created putting all her 
images together, she promptly said: “The success of freedom.” Freedom, as well as work-life 
balance, is a sign of a successful life, the maximum state of happiness for them. 
 The absence of freedom narrated as a bodily experience of  “no air” in Maria’s words was 
a repetitive physical sensation found in half of the interviews. Such a sensation comes along with 
the fear of being trapped by something in a situation in which they lose control over their lives 
and have to depend on others. Maria brings an image of being inside a bubble without the 
possibility of getting out of it and, worse than that, in need of others’ help to move:  
Without freedom I would imagine myself in a bubble and I depend on other 
people to move because I cannot move myself alone. I am inside the bubble 
without being able to breathe, not doing what I want to, it lacks air to live that 
way. 
As an alternative to the “bubble life,” Maria thinks of being a free bird who can do whatever it 
wants. The bird could stop or fly, following its wishes. This is how she imagines her life, 
working or staying with the family, based on a choice she is free to make and not on external 
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imposition. Barbara also imagines having “wings to fly” and fears the possibility of living a life 
“in prison,” where other people will define “when one can or cannot see the sunlight.” In 
addition, Barbara associates the absence of freedom with being someone’s puppet: “Another 
person is managing you, you do not have a life of your won. It is not your will, only the other 
person’s desires. He/she dictates what you do.” Again, the fear of autonomy is a common 
denominator in all these manifestations.  
 The concept of mobility identifies another way Brazilian college women express their 
appetite for freedom. Images of cars were selected not only to express a good they want to buy 
but also to offer a metaphor for “the sensation of moving without people’s help, choosing where 
and when to go,” as Andrea puts it. The same way, the omnipresent images in the collages 
associated with travel denote a desire to be a mobile subject, to conquer space going beyond 
boundaries, and to navigate through infinite possibilities. Lucia sees herself as a tree in which 
leaves and branches represent possibilities of growth. While she was thinking about this idea she 
emphasizes the importance of having the roots that she associates with her family of origin. 
Mostly, she argues, the tree needs “oxygen and a clean sky to expand its branches and leaves. I 
am that free tree.” 
 The “no air” symptom or the need of  “oxygen,” as Lucia puts it, reveals their fear of 
having negated the possibility of choice. Such a “suffocated” state intrinsically connects with the 
fear of feeling dependent on other people or having their lives in control of other people. 
Freedom for choosing or for making their own choices, which is another theme present in the 
consensus map, represents very well their ambition, and more than that, the way they plan to 
reach happiness.  
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 Returning to the duality “lean in”/“opt out,” neither of the extremes represents spaces of 
freedom for them. On the one hand, for these Brazilian college women “lean in” assumes a 
connotation of having one’s life controlled by other’s people rules. Sandberg’s daily routine, as 
an example of a “lean in” character, is perceived as someone who has to be a “prisoner” of 
Facebook, or a “bird trapped in a cage,” or even a “puppet” in the hands of the competitive 
market. Sandberg has to follow a time-consuming schedule in which she has neither “me-time” 
moments nor a work-family balance. In summary, Sandberg lacks freedom and certainly she is 
not a role model Brazilian college women want to follow. On the other hand, freedom is neither 
associated with “opt out,” as it implies two conditions that are not being achieved. The first one 
is that “opt out” means the absence of option, as Stone says: “The so-called opt-out revolution is 
driven not by lifestyle preferences nor by changing aspirations, but by the inability of many 
women to surmount formidable obstacles…(215). In such a vision, “opt out” represents the 
subtraction of the possibility of choice, a state Brazilian college women argue strongly against. 
The second is the consequence of opting out, turning them into dependent subjects, whether on a 
partner who supports them financially or the children who asks for her time. It means that the 
domesticity attributed to “opt out” puts them in a position where mobility is taken from them, not 
only as consumers who can afford the “good life” but also as free citizens who can decide their 
own destiny.  
Either way, “lean in” and “opt out” end in losing control over one’s life, meaning to 
follow a journey not based on one’s wishes but on other people’s coordinates. Both poles of the 
duality force them to identify with a subject position that does not fulfill their expectations of a 
happy life. The “executive at all costs” identity of “lean in” or the “domestic” identity of “opt 
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out” do not help Brazilian college women to pave their way to happiness. On the contrary, both 
poles of the duality lack happiness.  
4 THE RISE OF THE NEOLIBERAL SUBJECT 
 In the previous chapter, I traced the “journey to happiness,” in an attempt to explain how 
Brazilian college women were shaping their expectations toward adulthood. As I argued, the 
rejection of the duality “lean in” / “opt out” frames their future intentions. Happiness appears as 
the end-goal characterized as an in-between state in which work-life balance prevails. As such, 
balance becomes not only a metaphor to express their desires but also a script for their lives in 
which pleasure, freedom, flexibility, mobility, and cost-benefit calculus are indispensable 
elements for a successful journey. Throughout this chapter, I want to explore how the script they 
envision for the achievement of happiness is instilled with the logic of neoliberalism. In other 
words, I will examine how these young women’s narratives reveal the existence of an ideology 
that drives their expectations. Before moving ahead, it is relevant to define the concept of 
neoliberalism that I am applying in this analysis and briefly contextualize its practice in Brazil. 
 Neoliberalism has its roots in the 1970s as a renovated form of liberalism, the set of 
economic practices based on the free market theory of Adam Smith, established in the 
seventeenth century. Elisabeth Bernstein in a lecture entitled What is Neoliberalism identifies 
three main schools of analysis of neoliberalism. The first one, the neo-Marxist school, focuses on 
upward redistribution of economic resources from the poor and working classes to elites. The 
second school of thought, associated with state transformation, defines neoliberalism as a new 
mode of statecraft entailing a shift from the welfare state to the carceral state. The third one, is 
the Foucaultian school, that conceives neoliberalism as “a cultural project in which rationalities 
become embodied by self-regulated, self-responsibilized subjects.” My analysis in this project 
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follows the third school, the Foucaultian approach to neoliberalism. Such a conception, argues 
Wendy Brown, a political science scholar at University of California – Berkeley, helps with the 
understanding of neoliberalism as a theory that shifted from an exclusively economic approach 
to an ideology that impacts the individual:  
Neoliberalism is not simply a set of economic policies; it is not only about 
facilitating free trade, maximizing corporate profits, and challenging welfarism. 
Rather, neoliberalism carries a social analysis that, when deployed as a form of 
governmentality, reaches from the soul of the citizen-subject to education policy 
to practices of empire. Neoliberal rationality, while foregrounding the market, is 
not only or even primarily focused on the economy; it involves extending and 
disseminating market values to all institutions and social action, even as the 
market itself remains a distinctive player. (39-40) 
In Brown’s construction, we are called to think about neoliberalism not only as a state’s 
economic orientation but also as particular modes of subjectivity in which the individual 
becomes a neoliberal subject. David Harvey complements Brown’s analysis, stating that 
neoliberalism defines an ideology in which “human well-being can best be advanced by 
liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional framework 
characterized by a strong private property rights, free markets, and free trade” (2). Adding to 
that, Nancy Fraser remembers the various levels of substitution implemented according to the 
neoliberal logic: “In place of dirigisme, they promote privatization and deregulation; in place of 
public provision and social citizenship, ‘trickle down’ and ‘personal responsibility’; in place of 
the welfare and developmental states, the lean, mean ‘competition state’” (107).  
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 It is relevant to note that the draconian effects of neoliberalism were made most visible in 
the dramatic International Money Fund (IMF) and World Bank’s demands placed on developing 
countries through structural adjustments. In the case of Brazil, such adjustments were 
implemented in the early 1990s, when the former President Fernando Collor de Mello adopted 
new economic guidelines following the neoliberal logic of the exacerbation of individualism 
with the dismantling of social rights established on the 1988 Brazilian constitution (Rocha 132). 
As a result, neoliberalism in Brazil, as in many other Western countries, establishes an 
operational mode in which autonomous citizens are left to their own responsibility with no safety 
net to support them. Neoliberalism, in that fashion, inaugurates a subject of self-care who is 
called upon to provide for his or her own needs and ambitions. 
 Moreover, for a better understanding of the Brazilian scenario in which a self-centered 
subject operates, it seems relevant to contextualize the Brazilian reality over the past years and 
how collective plans were eroded by an individualized aspiration of upward mobility. Since the 
1980s, Brazil’s economy has suffered with high inflation rates and one of the highest rates of 
economic inequalities in the world, with wealth extremely concentrated in a very small 
privileged group. From 1986 up to the present, with different presidents and economic packages, 
Brazilian society has witnessed a slow but steady improvement in individual income, with a 
slight reduction of inequality. To accelerate the economy, the government put in practice some 
measures to stimulate consumption, opened imports through the reduction of taxes, and created 
lines of credit instead of investing in social improvements and infrastructure. The government’s 
emphasis on consumerism accentuated personal projects of consumption instead of creating a 
society committed to reverse inequality in broader terms. This politics of consumption created 
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citizens dreaming of new refrigerators, mobile phones, and laptops as signals of individual 
prosperity rather than aspiring to a more just society for everybody. 
 Given the individualism, responsibilization, and entrepreneurialism embedded in these 
women’s narratives, I will focus my analysis of these Brazilian college women’s expectations 
related to their future lives under the premises of neoliberalism. In this construction, I will cover 
four themes that help me build the reasoning about how their rejection of the duality “lean in” / 
“opt out” supports a neoliberal logic. In other words, my aim is to explain in which ways the 
“journey to happiness” is entangled with key elements of neoliberalism. In order to do that, I will 
point out the personification of the subject as an “entrepreneur-of-the-self”; the recurrent rhetoric 
of choice; the absence of a collective aspiration; and the possibilities of escaping the normative 
and individualized path. 
4.1 THE ENTREPRENEUR-OF-THE-SELF 
 Contrasting with the feminist goals of molding a more equal society for women based on 
a collective construction, these Brazilian college women have shown that they are navigating 
through their lives mostly under an individualized perspective. What is in play does not reflect a 
will for the common good, except for the three respondents who want to contribute to making the 
world a bit better. Instead, the “journey to happiness” attends to a desire for personal fulfillment 
with no collective ideals attached to it. Moreover, throughout the narratives of the nine women I 
talked to, the lack of collectivity was easily identified in a discourse based on the use of a 
neoliberal language such as accountability, choice, individualism, and flexibility. Thus, I can say 
that decisions for “right” actions, such as their positioning toward “lean in”/ “opt out,” are put in 
practice through a market rationality based on key neoliberal concepts. This neoliberal 
individualistic orientation towards “lean in”/“opt out” also contains a competitive edge, as 
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success and failure are attributed to persons’ individual abilities only. In other words, the actions 
and behaviors these Brazilian young women adopt forge a subject that is oriented toward an 
optimization of their resources through an incessant calculation of their own initiatives. As a 
consequence, the desire to be happy depends solely on their actions and asks for a constant self-
monitoring to stay “on track.” There is no one else to blame for a failure in the achievement of 
happiness except themselves. In such reasoning, the promise of happiness imposes conditions, 
meaning that happiness “comes” in return for fulfilling certain conditions that depend only on the 
subject (Ahmed, Promise 234). 
 During our conversation, most of the respondents, with the exception of Nadia, Andrea, 
and Lucia, were “comfortable” navigating through such a landscape and did not confront or put 
pressure on the system, despite the burden that falls over their shoulders. Rather, the flow of their 
discourses was guided by the necessity of personal adjustments, which they referred to as life 
choices, meaning actions they have to promote in order to fulfill their future ambitions. This 
mode of operation was a common pattern in the interviews. Maria, for example, emphasizes her 
responsibility over her decisions, repeating the “only on me” in her talk to make this point clear 
for me: “I need to have money, to earn money and preserve it. It depends only on me, only on 
me.” Isabel also reinforces her own efforts in achieving the desired state when she affirms: “If 
you achieve what you want, congratulations! You did what was necessary and you deserve it.”  
 Such a sense of being accountable for their lives creates a form of selfhood that can be 
referred to as an entrepreneurial identity, as David Harvey claims:  
While personal and individual freedom in the marketplace is guaranteed, 
each individual is held responsible and accountable for his or her own 
actions and well-being…Individual success or failure are interpreted in 
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terms of entrepreneurial virtues or personal failings (such as not investing 
significantly enough in one’s own human capital through education) rather 
than being attributed to any systemic property. (65-66) 
The same argument is discussed through the writings of Paul du Gay when he affirms that the 
subject is constituted as an autonomous, responsible, self-regulating individual actor (100). As 
such, neoliberalism casts every human endeavor and activity in entrepreneurial terms (Brown 
40). These authors have drawn their conceptions of the subject as an enterprise from Foucault’s 
work about his understanding of the self as a commodity to be marketed, as any other, turning 
subjects into “entrepreneurs of the self,” as he names it.  The “entrepreneur-of-the-self” defines a 
subject who is at its own risk and needs to manage its life following market rationality. 
 As per this reasoning, the “journey to happiness” could be seen as a self-entrepreneurial 
journey in which these Brazilian college women’s actions dictate their successes (or failures) 
based on their proper notion of happiness. The self is at the center of such a construction as an 
isolated subject, being the driver of one’s life and responsible for one’s directions. Isabel’s 
collage (Figure 6) illustrates well this idea of the “entrepreneurial self,” someone who defines the 
paths needed to fulfill the promise of happiness. At the center of Isabel’s collage there is a cup 
with the inscription: “A cup of self love.” Just below this picture, she positioned an image of an 
executive woman who she describes being her ideal self in the future. The centrality and 
proximity of these two images indicate a self-oriented approach in the construction of her 
“happiness journey,” in which there are no other persons or institutions involved to support her. 
She can count only on her “self love” to succeed and achieve happiness. The house she aspires to 
acquire, “with a place to keep horses,” as she emphasizes, the trips she plan to take, and the 
education she will pursue are exclusively endeavors of Isabel’s efforts. In order to succeed, 
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Isabel, like the other young women I interviewed, must follow a careful calculation in the present 
to craft the desired end goal of happiness in the future.  
 
   
Figure 6: Isabel's collage emphasizes the self-centered and autonomous subject 
  
 As an enterprise, these young women have to plan, calculate, define priorities, and 
assume responsibilities in which the “journey to happiness” becomes the “objective of a 
particular calculus, functioning as a normalizing matrix” (Rottenberg 12). It means to see 
themselves as a project to be steered to success or failure through their own agency: “The 
capacity of self-care: the ability to provide for their own needs and service their own ambitions” 
(Brown 42). This rationality embedded in a intentional crafting of the self could be understood in 
terms of the eighteenth-century reference of the homo economicus, as discussed by Foucault, in 
which the entrepreneur-of-the-self creates a life oriented by a negotiating agenda of means-end 
calculus. 
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4.2 THE RHETORIC OF CHOICE 
 In an entrepreneurial culture, as a consequence of the self-responsible autonomous 
subject, two additional dynamics are at stake in the “journey to happiness”: risk and reward. Not 
coincidentally, both terms constitute key concepts of neoliberal logic. From one side, risk is 
intrinsically connected to the idea of making the correct choices aiming to minimize the chances 
of failure. As in a business, in order to prosper, one must engage with risk. In such terms, these 
Brazilian college women, as neoliberal agents, must manage the risks of their behaviours by 
orienting their actions toward their future. Thus, “lean in” and “opt out” are evaluated in terms of 
the potential of risk embedded in each pole of the duality. What is the risk of leaning in?  What is 
the risk of opting out? According to them, as I have already stated, their answers for those 
questions would be: “too risky.” Leaning in or opting out signify detours from the “journey of 
happiness” and, in this sense, they both carry a high amount of risk that they are not willing to 
embrace. The rejection of “lean in” and “opt out” is understood through the risk management 
mentality in which both poles represent “dangerous” decisions. From the other side, reward also 
plays a significant role for the “entrepreneurial self.” If the “right” decisions were taken and if 
risk was managed, these young women expect to be rewarded for their behaviors. As self-
responsible subjects, the pressure to make the “right” choices “must” be rewarded if the result is 
positive. It means that, if these young women escape from the “dangerous” path of  “lean 
in”/“opt out,” happiness will be the reward they expect to receive in the future, as Barbara 
explains: “I put a lot of personal effort on this, I succeed and I am happy now.” The same self-
responsible logic of success and reward was expressed in Lucia’s statement: “I will be in control 
of my life, if it does not works out, it is my fault. If it turns out well, I am a winner.” Happiness 
as the “winner’s” maximum prize, for Barbara and Lucia, was the result of a well-managed life 
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in which they were the crafters of their success and now “deserve” to celebrate the achievement. 
In this reasoning of reward, meritocracy is also in play here, meaning that happiness will be the 
prize only available for the ones who “merit” such a state. As well as in the business 
environment, the neoliberal logic that drives these Brazilian young women’s lives is framed by a 
discourse of achievements, successes, failures, risks, and rewards. This discourse identifies a 
system in which there are winners and losers, it depends always on the individual capacity of 
envisioning the “right” choices, and is inspired by what I can name as a “it is up to you” 
mentality, typical of neoliberal ideology.  
 Within such an individualizing framework, choice plays a decisive role in the 
achievement of happiness. However, this association between choice and happiness was not 
always made in history. Ahmed recalls the etymology of the word happiness to explain how in 
its origins it was exclusively associated with fortune and not with choices made along someone’s 
life: “The word happy originally meant having ‘god hap’ or fortune, to be lucky or fortunate” 
(Promise 22). In the original conception, happiness depends on how lucky or not a person is, 
meaning that the subject is a passive “receiver” of happiness (or not), where to be happy is a fate. 
Neoliberalism reorients this meaning of happiness and puts people as agents of happiness. It 
means that happiness defines people’s intentions, choices and behaviors. The intentionality of 
happiness, as Ahmed puts it, defines people’s movements and proximity toward certain objects, 
as I described earlier as “happy objects.” This interpretation of happiness reorganizes these two 
concepts, putting choice and happiness stuck together by responsibility. Consequently, happiness 
depends on choosing correctly, to choose what makes one happy by avoiding “unhappy” objects. 
The Brazilian sociologist and economist Eduardo Giannetti adds, “if the choices one makes in 
the present determine, to some extent, one’s future, the dreamed future determines, at least in 
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part, the choices one makes in the present (149). Ahmed and Giannetti’s reasoning align with 
Zygmunt Bauman when he states that through the process of individualization, human identity 
has changed from a “given” into a “task,” placing responsibility on entrepreneurial actors for 
performing that task and for the consequences of that choice-making process (n.p).  
 This discussion returns to the subject as the one who defines its choices in the present. In 
this sense, the homo economicus is complemented by the homus optionis, as Beck and Beck-
Gernsheim claim: “The human being becomes a choice among possibilities” (2). Bauman argues 
that individualization is here to stay while “bringing to the ever growing number of men and 
women an unprecedented freedom of experimenting but it also brings an unprecedented task of 
coping with the consequences” (xviii). The interplay of homo economicus, with its cost-benefit 
rationale, and homo optionis, the one who crafts its own biography, result in an understanding of 
happiness that goes beyond a fixed and stable “happy person.” It means that happiness is 
associated with “valuable persons” (Ahmed, Promise 11), the ones who have made the “right” 
choices.  
 The pre-work I asked my respondents to complete before the interview, to collect images 
that represent their expectations towards their future lives, could be understood in terms of this 
choice-making process. The selection of pictures refers to a certain rationality that implies 
priorities and accountability. It means a process of choosing some situations, negotiating 
preferences, and abandoning others. I remember asking them: “Was it difficult to find images 
related to your plans for the future?” The most common answer I got from them was that 
selecting pictures was not an easy exercise as it involves thinking about gains and losses, about 
defining the future one would envision, and the choices one has to make. However, what is 
interesting is that the calculus-based language they applied was permeated by a deep emotional 
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charge. Feelings of anxiety, fear, relief, happiness, and hope were entangled with the more 
rational discourse of accountability. This makes me consider that the rhetoric of choice these 
Brazilian college women have is both a space of rational and emotional decisions in which the 
combination of these two leads to a particular biography. As accountants of their lives, in that 
sense, the duality “lean in” /“opt out” denies them the possibility to choose, as both spaces define 
very “closed” spaces, whether in the office or at home. Choice is absent in “lean in”/“opt out.” 
For example, when Martha drew the square and the abstract figure (Figure 5), both drawings 
clearly symbolized the existence (abstract drawing) or not (square drawing) of the possibility of 
choice. The life lived in “square” terms certainly reflects a lifestyle they want to avoid as it 
conflicts with their “journey to happiness” plan. In thinking about “lean in”/“opt out” as 
“squares,” neither is a choice they are willing to commit to in the future, as both represent the 
absence of choice and the subjugation of the subject to a “closed” existence.  
 What stands behind such argumentation against the duality “lean in” /“opt out” are these 
young women’s desires to have “air.” As Stone puts it, “the rhetoric of choice appeals to 
women’s strong sense of personal agency” (126). In such terms, for the young women I 
interviewed, this rhetoric answers their desire to be independent subjects who rule the destiny of 
their lives, something that neither “lean in” nor “opt out” can offer to them. As opposed to the 
narrow terrain of  “lean in” /“opt out,” choice-making for them is the possibility of being free, 
out of the “prison,” it is to live a life in “abstract” forms. In that way, what they envision is the 
possibility of creating their own elective biography not dictated by other people’s will. Maria, for 
example, argues that “I feel good when I am able to trace my own choices, it is the feeling of 
freedom, I am the one who is dictating my own life rules.” This also finds echo with Rachel’s 
discourse: “I like to know that I have the possibility of doing whatever I want, choosing what I 
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want, whenever I desire.” And the same happens with Barbara, “it is good to have the chance to 
make choices, to be able to freely move or to stay if you wish to; you are by yourself.” In 
common, all these statements point out the direct association these Brazilian women make 
between the possibility of choice and the achievement of freedom. In other words, what is at 
stake in their “journey to happiness” is the freedom to choose whatever they consider valuable 
for their future lives.  
 However, what gets blurred in such constructions is how choice also carries a meaning 
away from freedom that these young women may not be aware of. This angle brings another way 
to conceptualize how the freedom to choose also can be seen in terms of its limitation. Ahmed 
claims that “emotions are free to the extent that they do not reside within an object” (Cultural 
18). It means that emotions only can achieve such a state of freedom when they are not attached 
to an object. In that way, the intention Brazilian college women demonstrate to choose certain 
objects, either tangible or intangible goods, turns them into subjects bonded with such “happy 
objects,” what Ahmed describes as the “stickiness” of certain objects (Cultural 18). In other 
words, the interviewees were claiming the freedom to choose and, paradoxically, were getting 
involved in a construction of new bonds, blockages and constraints. It means that, choice is a 
utopian state of freedom as it does not turn them into free subjects. On the contrary, the 
attachment to “happy objects” makes them hostages of their choices. Therefore, in choosing not 
to follow the paths proposed by “lean in” or “opt out,” they are being trapped in the also 
imprisoning task of juggling work and family; they are getting “stuck” in the search for balance 
despite being free from “lean in”/“opt out.” In other words, what can be seen initially as a very 
liberating possibility, not being squeezed by the narrow spaces of the duality “lean in”/“opt out,” 
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reveals also a struggle to find happiness while balancing work and family. Hence, the choice of 
balance as a way to achieve happiness is also demanding rather than purely liberating.  
 Using a different approach, Michael Lowy, a Brazilian scholar based in France, builds a 
similar reasoning in relation to choices and freedom. He claims that the Weberian “iron cage” 
metaphor reveals the imposition of capitalist culture, turning individuals into subjects who must 
rule their lives in response to demands and aspirations created by themselves (56). The freedom 
to choose that these Brazilian college women are looking for, avoiding being fixed in the duality 
“lean in”/“opt out,” plays a double simultaneous effect. It is what brings them “oxygen” to 
pursue their journey to happiness” and what keeps them contained in the “iron cage,” gasping for 
air. Instead of equating freedom with choice, it might be more apt to say that neoliberalism 
equates freedom with the ability to act on one’s own calculation. Freedom of this kind is 
inevitably unstable, requires constant monitoring, and quite often is a two-edge phenomenon in 
which the “no air fear” could be a constant individual threat, whether inside or outside the 
duality “lean in”/“opt out.” In sum, the rhetoric of choice expresses more a utopian freedom of 
the autonomous subject, as neoliberal discourses work to convince us, than a true freedom where 
one can freely shape the conditions one wants for its life. Thus, choice exists for the 
individualized, self-responsible, and self-blamed subject who navigates “freely” under the limits 
of neoliberalism.  
4.3 A DISTANT COLLECTIVE 
 The turn to the positive affect of happiness and the intensified individualization defined 
by neoliberal logic represents the turn away from the political questions related to the common 
good, whether social justice or gender equality. When discussing their future plans, these young 
women rarely mention any collective goal of a broader transformation. Most of the narratives 
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expressed personal needs, self-centered interests, and personal satisfaction only, as evidenced 
through Martha’s voice when describing her collage: “I am the central character of my collage, a 
female lawyer, working for the police, I have a family with two kids, I live in my own house, a 
good one, I have my car. That is my happy life, a life of achievements.” Thus, Martha and these 
Brazilian college women, when asking for work-life balance, autonomy, freedom, and pleasure, 
were in fact attending to a motivation that was behind such quests, that is the fulfillment of their 
own project of happiness. In the same way, in the rejection of “lean in”/ “opt out,” they are not 
trying to promote a collective disidentification with such duality. The argumentation they bring 
to move away from “lean in”/“opt out” shows a purely reasoning centered on the self with no 
commitment to other women or society as a whole. It is not surprising that feminism as a 
movement they could engage with resonates very little with them. If feminism has the goal of 
promoting a collective change for women, they are not interested in that. The alternatives they 
are envisioning for their lives, either balance or happiness, are oriented to the “I” and not to the 
“we.” 
 Therefore, what can be concluded is that the process of individualization that leads to the 
lack of a collective “journey,” is not a consequence of the freedom to choose. It is a condition 
imposed by neoliberalism characterized by the absence of institutions that used to have the role 
of creating collective ideals, like the local community, the school, the church, and even the 
traditional family. These institutions, although still present today, have lost their capacity of 
bonding people together in the name of a shared goal. Currently, if we think about school, 
church, and family, they all gather people together as a means to the fulfillment of individual 
objectives.  
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 By the same token, the Lean in Circles, created by Sandberg as a follow-up initiative of 
her book with the intention empowering women through a circle of “equals,” bases its 
functioning on an individualized scheme. Instead of truly transforming the gendered spaces of 
organizations, what the Lean in Circles do is empower individuals to face their own fears to 
achieve personal gains, as Rottenberg claims: “What is reinforced in these groups (Lean in 
Circles), then, is precisely the entrepreneurial subject who is encouraged to take her own 
personal initiative in order to improve her career prospects...” (10). It is about “my” 
achievements and not “our” transformation as women; in other words, Lean in Circles indicate 
working together for a similar but separate goal. 
 Moreover, these young women I interviewed were born and raised within a Western 
consumerist mentality, as stated earlier, in which the personal fulfillment through consumption 
has a greater value than the collective good, something that Nancy Fraser claims as the 
privileging of recognition (i.e., identity claims) over redistribution (i.e., economic justice) (113). 
This reality, for sure, is not exclusive to Brazil. However, in Brazil it assumes particular 
contours, as social inequality is still a tremendous challenge to be defeated. Even when these 
young college women talked about possibilities for a more inclusive change, the ultimate goal 
was personal satisfaction and pride. Martha, for example, feels relieved seeing herself as a 
person committed to the common good: “When I think about helping somebody with my work, it 
gives me a sense of relief because I did my part, I fulfilled my role in society”; the same can be 
seen when Andrea says: “I want to do my work, something that gives me pleasure and that could 
be useful for other people as well, to humankind, to the nature. It means to combine a work that 
speaks to me while helping people. I feel satisfied doing this.” As the consensus map shows, the 
personal satisfaction component is what connects the idea of helping others/to make a better 
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world with happiness. For these Brazilian college women, there is no collective action if the 
personal is not rewarded somehow. It means that collective is at the service of the 
entrepreneurial, resulting in someone who is focused on the development of the best “strategy” 
to access personal happiness, whether through a common good or not. The “we” serves the “I.”  
 In analyzing Freud, Brown’s discussions of Freud’s conception of group identity adds 
another layer for the understanding of the reasons behind the seeming impossibility for these 
young women to build a group consciousness. Citing Freud, Brown says “we are bound to one 
another through our collective experience of being in love with something that none of us can 
have, a bond that itself sustains the love…” (29). Such reasoning is based on Freud’s assumption 
that human beings are not “group animals” (Brown 29) but rather inherently socially rivalrous 
and competitive. What binds them as a group is the possibility of having a shared love for 
something or someone. A group is possible when individuals put one and the same object in 
place of their ideal ego and identify themselves with one another through their ego, one that 
urges the same object of desire and love. Freud makes me think about the inexistence of a 
“shared loved object” of these young women. Although the “journey to happiness” defines a 
common path for them, it does not mean that they “love” the same things. Each one of these 
Brazilian college women creates her singular “love” and keeps her ideal ego separately. There is 
neither a shared ego, or a shared love, or a shared purpose. The goal of happiness is the same but 
the path to achieve such a state is individual. Brazilian college women do not represent a 
coherent group of people; instead, they are isolated individuals living in the same context and 
exposed to the same neoliberal logic while crafting their customized biography. It is interesting 
to note that even the word “biography” that I am referring to in this text also brings this personal 
gaze to someone’s life. A biography, in these young women’s narratives, reveals a story of a 
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singular person and not a collective construction. The motto “one woman at a time” suits these 
young women well, based on a logic in which solidarity was replaced by their own particular 
growth. Not coincidentally, this is also Sandberg’s motto, “one woman at a time.” 
4.4 ESCAPING THE NORMATIVE 
 In a certain moment of the analysis process, I was wondering about the utility of 
including respondents of different backgrounds in my sample. If the common path is so prevalent 
and strong, are there any potential contributions of having members of non-dominant groups in 
the discussion of “lean in”/“opt out?” In a first glimpse, I would say no. These young women’s 
expectations define a singular and uniform path to the fulfillment of happiness. They all aspire to 
have free and independent lives while crafting their futures based on a personal agenda. 
However, in a deeper dive into these women’s narratives, I could identify some sparks of a 
collective identity that does not disrupt the common path but complements it. It shows a tentative 
collective goal towards an alternative of the hetero-normative route. 
 From the nine interviews, three of them brought a variation of the path to the “happiness 
project.” They do not refute completely the “common” path but they open a possibility of using 
their financial independence (acquired from their work) to help others, to fight for equality (race, 
gender, sexuality, class) in order to build a better world. As such, they leave, temporarily, the 
individual aspirations in exchange for a greater good. Not coincidentally, the two of the three 
who brought this alternative lens were members of non-dominant groups: Nadia, the Black 
woman who came from a lower social class, and Carla, the White lesbian who was not sure 
about her desire to have a child. The third was Andrea, the White heterosexual engineering 
student. Through these three narratives, side-by-side with their personal aspirations, they 
revealed an additional discourse inspired by a more altruistic nature. Hence, returning to the 
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consensus map, the themes that are positioned on the right side of the map - shared 
responsibilities, equality, help others, and a better world - were brought, almost exclusively, by 
Nadia, Andrea, and Carla. These ideas relate, primarily, to a project that aims to transform 
society, as in the case of Nadia, who is mostly concerned with racism and sees her work as a 
possibility for change: 
I feel that I am responsible to do something for my race. In the future, I do not 
want to see my daughter or son with a lower salary compared to White folks, not 
being able to attend college because they did not have the chance of a good 
education. I want to change this reality. I am not satisfied with the current 
situation. I fight for social equality, I identify with the left party, I want race and 
gender equality. I am a woman and Black, I want to have the same rights as 
Whites and men have. I am part of an oppressed and marginalized class, from the 
poor suburbs of the city. This is what I fight for.  
Not surprisingly, Nadia’s collage (Figure 7) was the one that most deviated from other 
respondents’ work. Although she represents herself as Gloria Maria, a prestigious Black TV 
anchor of the biggest Brazilian broadcast channel, and talks about her personal career success in 
a more self-centered fashion, her images focused mostly on a collective fight against racism. The 
pride of being Black and the valorization of the race were preponderant in her final work. In one 
of the pictures, a white board states “estamos mudando o Brasil para melhor” (“we are changing 
Brazil for better”). In this message, I could identify two central ideas. The first relates to the 
subject as “we,” indicating a group effort and not an isolated personal initiative. The second, the 
idea of “change,” means that she is committed to a true transformation of society.  One of the 
images of her collage (bottom right), brings a picture of Brasilia, the federal capital of Brazil. 
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When she explained this representation, she said that change asks for political engagement and 
she sees herself as part of it.  
   
         
Figure 7: Nadia's collage shows a more collective project for fighting racism 
 
 Moreover, Carla’s collage (Figure 8), interestingly, is the only one that is black and 
white, also disrupts the logic of the exclusively self-entrepreneur actor. Although the center 
image of the collage shows a picture of a woman that represents herself, when she explains the 
work, the other elements of the collage contrast with that personal approach, bringing a more 
collective preoccupation. Describing future work intentions, she expects to use her art work and 
the movies she plans to create as ways of engaging people for awareness raising of social 
inequalities:  
I believe that as a film-maker I can direct people’s attention to certain social 
issues that in their daily routine, when they are focused on their phones, they 
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cannot see. The person is in the movie theatre for two hours, it is a special 
moment to have one’s attention with a relevant message I can share with them, 
showing them the problems society is facing today and asking for their 
interventions. 
 
 
Figure 8: Carla's collage is the only one in black and white 
 
Following the same reasoning, Andrea also expresses her desire to help humanity and has a 
special concern with environmental issues: “I want to have a job that could be useful in some 
way. One type of work that helps nature and humanity, I see myself helping something that 
needs to be fixed.”  
 Although Andrea disrupts this reasoning, as she was the only hetero-normative subject 
who showed an intention beyond the self, I was wondering why two out of four respondents of 
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non-dominant groups, meaning half of them in my sample, manifested some degree of a more 
collective concern. Why do members of non-dominant groups, more than dominant ones, 
envision the common and not only the personal good? bell hooks helped me with a possible 
explanation for this perspective of the marginalized subjects. According to hooks, the margin 
represents a unique and “privileged” position from which to watch the word: “Margin as a site of 
possibility to produce a counter-hegemonic discourse, a space of creativity and power” (209). In 
such terms, the lesbian and Black subjects I interviewed, could indicate an alternative 
positionality in which the production of a counter-hegemonic discourse is possible (206). 
Building on hook’s reasoning, these two young women could potentially envision a future other 
than the “common path,” although not rejecting the “journey to happiness.”  
5 CONCLUSION 
 I opened this thesis with questions related to how Brazilian young women are projecting 
their future lives in relation to their aspirations towards career and personal life. Bringing the 
duality discussed by Sheryl Sandberg and Pamela Stone, “lean in” and “opt out,” this research 
focused on what possibilities Brazilian young women anticipate for their adulthood, either 
accepting or rejecting this duality. I aimed to understand their future expectations, even though I 
knew that their present intentions could not be literally translated to future behaviors. Thus, I 
looked at the future through their eyes, seeing in them a vantage point from which to understand 
what could happen tomorrow in the private and public spheres. The analysis relies on the 
possibilities these young women have to anticipate the future, as Anita Harris defends in the 
opening of her book Future Girl: Young Women in the Twenty-First Century, “power, 
opportunities, and success are all modeled by the ‘future girl’” (1). 
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 Throughout this text I have showed that these young women wish to follow neither “lean 
in” nor “opt out.” Neither pole of this duality fulfills their aspirations, and the young women see 
both as offering always more limitations than opportunities. The “journey to happiness,” as I 
named their eagerness to be happy, prioritizes work-life balance along with a strong desire to be 
free to manage their own choices. Embedded in a neoliberal logic, their future plans are 
evaluated under this mindset in which a cost-benefit calculus is in play. Also, I have found that 
their plans do not embrace collective action; rather, the “journey to happiness” is mostly inner- 
oriented, with few manifestations of a collective drive. When they discuss “lean in”/“opt out,” 
the same logic applies and its negation could be understood as the duality’s inability to support 
their personal ambitions of freedom, balance, pleasure, and ultimately, happiness. Thus, these 
college women are anticipating their future lives by choosing “happy objects” that, from their 
perspective, will put them closer to the happy state they wish to have in the future. As Ahmed 
states, “if I am following the word happiness, then I go where it goes” (Promise 14); these young 
women are going where they believe happiness is and certainly “lean in”/“opt out” does not 
seem to offer them a resource for achieving this promise of happiness.  
 Moreover, I have claimed that the narratives of “choice biographies” towards the 
fulfillment of the “journey to happiness” tend to transfer to the individual the responsibility for 
the decisions they plan to take, and hence disregard the structural neoliberal conditions that offer 
few alternatives to them. These women are determined to craft their own successful trajectories 
and to track personal responsibility for eventual flops. Successes and failures depend exclusively 
on them, meaning that one’s own life becomes a personal project much like a “do-it-yourself 
assemblage” (Harris 2). As such, it is perhaps in the balance of choice and risk that these young 
women are most often seen as accomplished in achieving happiness. It means that when they 
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choose not to follow “lean in”/“opt out,” they are calculating the losses and gains of each of the 
extremes of the duality and the final conclusion is that, once more, neither of them offers a 
convincing path to the achievement of happiness. For these young women happiness lies 
somewhere between “lean in”/“opt out,” that is not the straightforward dedication to work or the 
return to the home. Instead, they are compelled to pursue happiness through a self-tailored work-
life balance. 
 Despite its apparent openness to possibilities and freedom, the rejection of “lean in”/“opt 
out,” and an unprecedented access to choice, my findings reported here suggest that new 
alternatives anticipated by these young women still navigate within the parameters of the 
traditionally given structure. The solution they find to fulfill the desire to be happy does not 
promote a “disidentification” with the duality “lean in”/“opt out,” as they are not creating a 
counterhegemonic politics, as Gibson-Graham puts it: “A counterhegemonic politics involves a 
disidentification with the subject position offered by a hegemonic discourse and identification 
with alternative and politically enabling positions” (77). From my analysis, I observed that these 
young women want to be successful and happy without disrupting or challenging existing 
conditions. Their rejection of “lean in”/“opt out” does not mean to erase or explode the duality. 
Rather, they are relying on the rhetoric of choice to build a path to avoid being trapped by “lean 
in”/“opt out.” The work-life balance solution is built, upon the given structure of “lean in”/“opt 
out” and does not offer a new path that overcomes the duality. Balance, a recurrent theme 
discussed in the literature of working women is still dependent on “lean in”/“opt out” to exist. 
Balance, in that fashion, is an in-between state that is constituted from elements borrowed from 
each pole, operated in a lower intensity. It means that balance is a combination of the 
straightforward attitude of “lean in” and the exclusively domestic focus of “opt out,” in a less 
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intense scale on both sides. What I want to defend here is that the happiness state they aspire to 
reach through work-life balance does not create a brand-new possibility and, in that fashion, does 
not represent a breakthrough.  
 Considering the “solution” they anticipate for their adulthood, I finish my analysis with 
some concerns regarding the future of women in the workplace as well as in the family. Is the 
path they are anticipating, built upon a self-tailored search for balance, helpful for creating a 
more gender-neutral environment, either at the workplace or at home? Or does the “journey to 
happiness” they aim to trace reinforce current gender roles by placing a persistent burden of 
multitasking exclusively on women’s shoulders? Will balance really offer the oxygen they seek 
in their future lives? Is it possible to promote a real change in women’s role in Brazil, either at 
home or in the marketplace, through the entrepreneur-of-the-self mentality where no collective 
good is aspired to? The current study has its limitations and further explorations seem necessary 
in order to respond to all these questions. My concerns also ask for longitudinal follow-up 
research in which we could evaluate, 10 years from now, how these young women’s aspirations 
turn (or not) into future behaviors. However, in concluding this text, I share a quote from 
Ahmed, who expresses a reasoning that guided me through the analysis of looking at these young 
women’s expectations toward their future as a potentiality and not necessarily what will 
effectively happen in the future: “We might remind ourselves that the perhaps shares its ‘hap’ 
with happiness. The happiness future is the future of perhaps” (198). Despite the imperative of 
“perhaps,” the message these young women are telling us is clear: freedom is what they aim for 
and “lean in”/“opt out” cannot deliver that, both poles lack “air.” 
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NOTES 
1. Mad Men is an American television series, created by Matthew Weiner in 2007 and it has been 
broadcasted by several TV channels around the world. It tells the daily routine of an advertising 
agency in the 60s.  
2. Original quote in Portuguese. Translation by the author. All subsequent translations from 
Portuguese to English will follow this procedure.  
3. The “millennial” term is used by Pew Research Center to refer to the group of people born 
between 1980 and 1995. 
4. Procter & Gamble Advertising “Thank You, Mom” can be viewed on 
https://www.youtube.com/user/ProcterGamble. 
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APPENDIX: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
 
Introduction, objectives of the research and consent form. 
Pre-task instruction – the respondent will receive the following instructions a week before the 
interview. “This research is interested in learning how you think and feel about your future 
expectations related to your work and personal life, thinking of your life in 10/15 years from 
now. What comes to mind when you think about your future life?”   
Now, imagine you had to describe this without using words… Please think about this and collect 
4 to 6 pictures that express your thoughts and feelings about your future life in terms of work and 
personal life. 
Introductory Questions  
   
Just as a warm-up, can you tell me a little bit about your life? (Probe for birth family, school 
choices, social life, main activities, etc.) 
Can you describe for me, briefly, your daily routine? 
Storytelling  
 
Can you visually describe the picture for me?” 
 
How does this picture represent your thoughts and feelings about your expectation for your 
future work and personal life?  
Issues to Explore:   
§ Views/expectations related to professional life:  
o Probe participant’s intention to work after graduation; 
o How this choice was constructed? What are the elements that led to this choice? 
o What are the main challenges anticipated?  
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o Get a clear understanding of the respondent’s personality and life goals (e.g., their 
achievements in their career and/or personal life). What motivates or drives her?    
o Can you tell me your ideal plan related to your future work? What do you want to do? 
Where would you like to work? How many hours per week?  
o What is your “dream job?”  
o How do you compare yourself with the generation of your mother in terms of 
work/career? What do you want to keep? What do you want to change?  
o Do you have a role model, a person you admire and works as a “good” example to 
follow in the future in terms of professional life? Who is he/she? Why? 
§ Views/expectations related to personal life 
o Probe participant’s projects related to her personal life after graduation; 
o How this choice was constructed? What are the elements that lead to this choice? 
o What are the main challenges anticipated?  
o Get a clear understanding of the respondent’s personality and life goals (e.g., Family? 
Children? ). What motivates or drives her?   
o Can you tell me your ideal plan related to your future personal life? What you want it 
to be?   
o What is your  “dream personal life?” 
o How do you compare yourself with the generation of your mother in terms of 
work/career? What you want to keep? What you want to change?  
o Do you have a role model, a person you admire and works as a “good” example to 
follow in the future in terms of her/his personal life? Who is he/she? Why? 
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Metaphor Exploration:  
This list of probes is used during the interview to elicit metaphors: 
• “Can you help me understand what you mean by_______?” 
§ “Can you tell me about a time when _________ happened?” 
§  “If you could show me anything in the world that would best represent 
__________, what would you show me?” 
Laddering:  
Probes to promote laddering – connection between concepts and ideas: 
§ “What happens if you have/get __________?” 
§ “Why is _________ something that is important to you?” 
§ “What does ________give you/do for you?” 
§ “What is the benefit of ______________?” 
At the end of the discussion of each picture, ask participants to state a title that expresses the 
overall theme of that image. 
Missed Images and Collage 
“In this next step I want to look at all of your images.” Lay out images. 
“The purpose of this step is to understand how the ideas we talked about are related. So we are 
going to create a collage. Think of the collage as a way to tell an overall story about your 
thoughts and feelings about your expectations related to work and personal life with all of the 
pictures you brought in.” 
After completing the task, ask to explain and a title for the collage. Thank you. 
